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ABSTRACT
The purpose of this non-experimental correlational study was to examine the relationship
between growth mindset, perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year
law students during their first semester of study. Previous researchers found law students
reported levels of mental distress during the first semester of law school that were significantly
higher than those reported before starting law school. Some commentators have theorized that
the stressful nature of law school contributes to – if not creates – this mental distress. This study
sought to explore that relationship. Among its 205 participants, this study found a significant
positive relationship between perceptions of academic stress and drug use, but not between
perceptions of academic stress and alcohol use. Growth mindset of anxiety and growth mindset
of intelligence were both significantly and negatively correlated with some perception of
academic stress variables, but only growth mindset of anxiety was significantly correlated with
drug use. No significant relationship was found between either growth mindset variable and
alcohol use. Finally, growth mindset of anxiety was found through hierarchical regression to
significantly predict participant drug use only when considered in isolation of other predictor
variables. After academic stress variables were introduced into the regression model, growth
mindset of anxiety no longer predicted drug use and only academic stress remained a significant
predictor of drug use. These results indicate that growth mindset interventions among a law
student population could serve to reduce stress, which in turn could reduce law student drug use.

xii

1
Introduction
The practice of law in the United States is a demanding profession. As Cho (2018)
described, “many lawyers practice in the suffering business” (p. 28). That this “suffering
business” may negatively impact the mental health of lawyers has long been suspected, as
several commentators (e.g., Bibelhausen et al., 2015; Seligman et al., 2001) have noted.
Empirical studies support these anecdotal observations. In a study of over 1,100 lawyers in the
state of Washington, Benjamin et al. (1990) found 19% of attorneys in their sample demonstrated
significantly higher levels of depression (compared to 3-9% of members of the general public).
A Johns Hopkins University study (referenced by Schiltz, 1999) examining mental distress
across over 100 occupations found lawyers to be one of only five occupations in which rates of
major depressive disorder were higher than 10%. Daicoff (2008) identified amongst her
participants a correlation between mental distress and work dissatisfaction. These results indicate
that the mental distress attorneys experience is not necessarily brought about by some individual
predisposition to mental distress, but rather as a response to the nature of the work itself.
In a more recent study of practicing attorneys, Krill et al. (2016) noted over 60% of
participants reported experiencing anxiety, and over 45% of participants reported experiencing
depression, at some point in their professional careers. Anker and Krill (2021) discovered a
similar proportion (58%) of practicing attorneys in their sample reported experiencing moderate
or severe stress. Additionally, just over half of the participants in the Anker and Krill study
reported engaging in “risky” alcohol use, while almost 30% of participants reported engaging in
“hazardous” alcohol use.
Exemplars of the “stressed and depressed” lawyer can also be found in contemporary pop
culture. Miranda (2018) observed that the alcoholic lawyer is a “tired trope, both in fiction and
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reality,” and Mezey and Niles (2005, p. 176) noted that problems with alcohol are “standard
foibles” for principal characters on television legal dramas. Banner (2017) suggested these
fictionalized accounts are used to illustrate lawyers’ real-world struggles with mental health and
substance abuse. As seemingly suggested by Anker and Krill’s findings, alcohol becomes, for
many lawyers, a readily available means of trying to deal with the stress created by assisting
others with their suffering. Miranda (2018) suggested that the use of alcohol in this way may be
an extension of drinking behavior from law school:
Lawyers love to joke-brag about their long hours by saying they are “married to the job,”
or that the “law is a jealous mistress.” But the better analogy is a polyamorous trio
comprised of the lawyer, the job they hate and their liquor of choice. This pattern may
begin as early as law school, which allows college graduates to extend their
undergraduate drinking habits for another three years while pretending to be extra busy
with briefing cases and cite-checking journal notes. Of course, when the students
graduate to the stressful law firm environment of long hours and demanding bosses,
alcohol takes on a new role, no longer the upbeat life of the party, but more of an old
friend with a soothing voice, warming their stomachs and telling them everything will be
OK. (para. 10)
Miranda’s implicit premise – that law students are, in effect, conditioning themselves to use
alcohol (and/or, possibly, other mood-altering drugs) as a coping strategy after they leave law
school – is plausible. As explained below, the purpose of this study was to explore this suspected
connection between mental distress (in this study, perceptions of academic stress), alcohol use,
drug use, and growth mindset in first-year law students during their first semester of study.
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Law school is widely regarded as a stressful experience. Iijima (1998) characterized the
law school environment as one that “encourages emotional dysfunction in students even as it
isolates them from the people and activities that are essential to the maintenance of a healthy
emotional status” (p. 530). Sheehy and Horan (2004) indicated the literature they reviewed
characterized the source of this stress as stemming from:
(a) The perceived competitive nature of law school, particularly in the first year, (b) the
lack of adequate performance feedback, (c) the kind of instructional methods used, (d)
value conflicts or cognitive dissonance stemming from required new ways of thinking,
and (e) succumbing to myths surrounding the 1st year. (p. 42)
This competitive environment, that Sheehy and Horan referenced, seems to result (at least in
part) from high admissions standards, which take a group of high-achieving students and place
them into an environment where grades are often determined based on a competitive curve
(Archer & Peters, 1986). This intense competition between high-achieving students creates
significant tension for students, often with adverse consequences: “because emotional state and
academic performance are so closely related, and because law school contributes to emotional
dysfunction, students may get caught in a downward spiral of emotional and academic problems”
(Iijima, 1998, p. 527). Soonpaa (2003) described the fear of failure this environment creates as
one potential cause of stress. She noted this fear of failure is the outcome of several factors
working in combination, including:
High expectations (all the students in one study defined success as finishing near the top
of their class), the method of law school instruction (the use of the Socratic method and
the paucity of feedback), the subject matter and the method of study (unfamiliar subjects
and terminology and unfamiliarity with effective methods of studying it all), and the

4
importance of the first semester’s grades (law school grades can affect job opportunities
and the ability to become a law review member). In addition, law school shatters the
illusion that a student is in control by challenging how she thinks, writes, and interacts
with her world. Lack of control – perceived or actual – is also stressful. (p. 367)
There is empirical evidence to support these general notions of law school as a stressful
environment. Benjamin et al. (1986) found that first-year law students showed significantly
higher rates of depression, anxiety, and related mental health issues as compared to students prior
to law school entry. Empirical evidence also supports the proposition that law students use
alcohol to cope with that stress. Organ et al. (2016) found law students in their study reported
alcohol use rates higher than law students reported two decades earlier. Organ et al. (2016) also
noted, “nearly one-quarter of respondents reported binge-drinking two or more times in the prior
two weeks and one-quarter of respondents screened positive on the CAGE assessment, which
suggests further screening for alcoholism is appropriate” (p. 145). Research conducted among
practicing attorneys also supports this proposition as pertains to lawyers. Krill et al. (2016) found
the highest rates of problematic drinking behaviors among attorneys in their first 10 years of
practice, with rates decreasing in each subsequent 10-year cohort. Krill et al. also found 44% of
the participants who believed their alcohol use was problematic indicated they thought their
problem drinking began in the first 15 years of practice, compared to the almost 27% of
participants who said they thought their problem drinking began prior to law school (Krill et al.
did not report whether participants were given the opportunity to indicate whether their problem
drinking started during law school).
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These studies suggest anecdotal reports of a connection between alcohol use and stress
relief (Kutulakis, 1992) may be accurate. If that is the case, successful efforts to alleviate stress
should also have the effect of reducing maladaptive alcohol use.
To that end, some commentators (e.g., Shapcott et al., 2018) have suggested growth
mindset interventions might be particularly effective with law students. As Dweck (2016)
explained:
Growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic qualities are things you can
cultivate through your efforts, your strategies, and help from others. Although people
may differ in every which way – in their initial talents and aptitudes, interests, or
temperaments – everyone can change and grow through application and experience. (p. 7)
Dweck distinguished a growth mindset from a “fixed” mindset, which she characterized as a
belief that “your qualities are carved in stone” which “creates an urgency to prove yourself over
and over” (2016, p. 6). Suppose an individual (for example, a law student at the start of their
program of legal education) is put into a situation in which they have to master a new vocabulary
(e.g., legal terms of art) while simultaneously mastering a less-than-intuitive method of
analytical thought (i.e., legal analysis). In that case, that individual’s view of their personal and
intellectual capabilities could substantially affect not only their likelihood of success, but also
their feelings of stress, anxiety, and other types of mental distress. A law student who believes
their intellectual abilities are fixed and unalterable – “I am as smart as I’ll ever be, so if I don’t
understand it now, I never will” – may experience feelings of inadequacy and inferiority as a
result of the heightened challenge of law school. In response to those feelings, that particular
student may turn to alcohol use and/or other drug use as a way to alleviate those negative
feelings – which, as Miranda (2018) suggested, then becomes a learned coping strategy for the
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heightened rigors of the practice of law. Alternatively, a law student who believes their
intellectual abilities are malleable and adaptable – “I don’t know how to do this yet, but I’ve
learned new things before, and that means I can learn how to do this, too” – would likely
approach the academic challenges of law school with more resilience and patience. This
approach would allow that student to work through periodic episodes of frustration and despair
not by self-medicating, but rather by trying new and different approaches to their studies and
maintaining their belief in their ability to succeed. That individual would then be better equipped
to cope with the stress and challenge of the practice of law in healthier (and more effective) ways
than by turning to chemical palliatives. This fundamental understanding of how mindset can
impact the coping response to intellectually and emotionally challenging situations formed the
core of this study.
Statement of Problem
Law student struggles with substance abuse and mental health issues have been the
subject of several relatively recent studies. In one study of law students at Yale, researchers
found 70% of participants reported they had experienced mental health issues such as disruptive
anxiety or stress, depression, suicidal thoughts, substance abuse, and eating disorders while in
law school (Agatstein et al., 2014). In a more recent study of law students at 15 law schools,
Organ et al. (2016) found over half of the participants indicated they had consumed enough
alcohol to become intoxicated in the previous 30 days, 37% of participants screened positive for
anxiety, 17% of respondents screened positive for depression, and 6% indicated they had
seriously considered suicide in the previous year.
While the empirical literature on law students does not discuss a connection between
alcohol use, drug use, and mental distress, that connection is well documented among similarly-
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aged sample groups (Karwacki & Bradley, 1996; Kenney et al., 2018; Park & Levenson, 2002).
With specific regard to law students, however, some commentators (e.g., Kutulakis, 1992)
describe this connection as both definitive and integrated into the law school experience. If such
a connection between mental distress, alcohol use, and/or drug use could be established in law
students, then interventions that would reduce that mental distress could also serve to reduce law
student use of those substances.
Growth mindset interventions could be one such type of effective intervention. Prior
researchers showed growth mindset interventions to be effective in reducing stress among
adolescents (e.g., Miu & Yeager, 2015; Yeager et al., 2014), and significant negative correlations
have been found between growth mindset scores and mental distress scores among
undergraduate students (Schroder et al., 2019; Schroder et al., 2015). These studies supported the
premise of this study, which is discussed more fully below.
Study Purpose
The purpose of this non-experimental correlational study was to examine the relationship
between growth mindset, perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year
law students during their first semester of study. First-year law students have been found to
exhibit significantly higher levels of mental distress than those found in a normative population
(Reifman et al., 2000). Additionally, law students who demonstrated mental distress scores
within normal limits prior to starting law school were found to demonstrate substantially higher
levels of mental distress just six months after starting law school (Benjamin et al., 1986). In light
of these findings, a focus on first-year law student participants was justified.
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Research Questions and Hypotheses
The research questions (and associated hypotheses) for this study were as follows:
Research Question One: What is the relationship between growth mindset and perception
of academic stress in first-year law students during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was both growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would be negatively correlated with perceptions of
academic stress in the research sample (Schroder et al., 2019; Schroder et al., 2015; Tuckwiller
& Dardick, 2018). As growth mindset scores increased, perception of academic stress scores
were predicted to decrease.
Research Question Two: What is the relationship between perception of academic stress,
alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was perceptions of academic stress
would be positively correlated with both alcohol use and drug use in the research sample
(Kenney et al., 2018; Park & Levenson, 2002). As perception of academic stress scores
increased, alcohol use scores and drug use scores were predicted to increase as well.
Research Question Three: What is the relationship between growth mindset, alcohol use,
and drug use in first-year law students during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was for the separate and distinct
measures of growth mindset of intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety, both would be
negatively correlated with both alcohol use and drug use in the research sample (Karwacki &
Bradley, 1996; Yeager et al., 2014). As growth mindset scores increased, alcohol use scores and
drug use scores were predicted to decrease.
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Research Question Four: Controlling for perceptions of academic stress, does the extent
to which first-year law students ascribe to a growth mindset predict alcohol use or drug use
during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was controlling for perceptions of
academic stress, both growth mindset of intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would
significantly predict both alcohol use and drug use in the research sample (Ayers et al., 2017;
Karwacki & Bradley, 1996; Yeager et al., 2014).
Assumptions
This study involved assumptions presumably common to many research studies. The
primary assumption was participants would respond to survey items in an honest and candid
manner. Secondary to that assumption – but a necessary precondition to the satisfaction of that
assumption – was participants would be able to understand the call of the survey items.
Additionally, it was assumed all participants met the stated criteria for participating in the current
study (i.e., they were currently enrolled law students in the first semester of their first year of law
school at the time of their participation in this study).
Limitations
The most significant anticipated limitation of this study pertained to participants’
anticipated reluctance to discuss issues of alcohol use, drug use, and/or mental health,
considering the impediments these issues could pose to future licensure as an attorney. Every
licensure jurisdiction in the United States evaluates each applicant for licensure to assess whether
that applicant possesses sufficient strength of character and fitness to practice law; in many of
those jurisdictions, the National Conference of Bar Examiners (NCBE) conducts investigations
to obtain information relevant to that determination (Gessler & Early, 2017). As part of that
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investigation, each jurisdiction requires applicants to complete a questionnaire (the “character
and fitness application”) that is either identical to the NCBE questionnaire or substantially
similar to (and liberally based upon) the NCBE questionnaire (Gessler & Early, 2017, p. 27).
Through that character and fitness application, jurisdictions solicit information pertaining to
several aspects of an applicant’s life, including employment history, military service,
involvement in criminal and/or civil legal proceedings, mental health and substance abuse, and
mental health. For example, the NCBE’s sample character and fitness application (National
Conference of Bar Examiners, n.d., p. 20) contains the following question:
Do you currently have any condition or impairment (including, but not limited to,
substance abuse, alcohol abuse, or a mental, emotional, or nervous disorder or condition)
that in any way affects your ability to practice law in a competent, ethical, and
professional manner?
Note: In this context, “currently” means recently enough that the condition or impairment
could reasonably affect your ability to function as a lawyer.
Several authors (e.g., Organ et al., 2016; Rothstein, 2008) have acknowledged law students may
be hesitant to disclose information pertaining to their alcohol use, drug use, or emotional
wellness for fear that disclosure will create obstacles to their ability to obtain law licensure. In
their study, Organ et al. (2016) indicated 63% of participants said they would be hesitant to seek
help for substance use because of the potential threat they perceive disclosure of their substance
use would pose to bar admission, and 45% of participants cited that same concern as a reason
why they would not seek help for mental health issues. If a perceived threat to law licensure
motivates law students to avoid seeking help for substance use and mental health issues, it could
also have motivated participants in the current study not to disclose these same issues. The result
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would be a substantial underreporting of these issues on the part of law students and, as a result,
a substantial misunderstanding of the scope and magnitude of these issues among law students.
This study sought to overcome that limitation by clearly communicating to participants through
the informed consent disclosure that the survey would not collect personally identifying
information (e.g., names, email addresses) or log participant IP addresses.
Significance of and Rationale for Study
Research into the potential connection between stress, alcohol use, and drug use is critical
due to the enormous influence attorneys have over their clients and their interests. In virtually
every field of legal endeavor, lawyers wield immense power to affect people’s lives both
positively and negatively. Whether the outcome of a legal matter has financial implications (as is
the case, for example, in breach of contract or personal injury cases), liberty implications (as is
the case in criminal matters), or more personal implications (as might be the case in domestic
relations cases involving children), a lawyer’s level of competence can often be the
determinative factor in whether a party experiences a positive or a negative outcome. For that
reason, it is critical for attorneys to be emotionally able to withstand the rigors of the profession,
without the use of alcohol as a coping mechanism, in order to make sure clients and their
interests are safeguarded.
As referenced earlier, growth mindset interventions have been shown to effectively
decrease mental distress among several research samples and could be effective among a law
student population as well. While some commentators (Briceño & Young, 2017; Sperling &
Shapcott, 2012) have advocated for the cultivation of growth mindsets in law students, only one
empirical study examining growth mindsets in law students was found. In that study, Shapcott et
al. (2018) discovered third-year law student participants displayed significantly lower levels of
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growth mindset than did first-year law student participants. If high levels of growth mindset are
shown to be associated with lower levels of academic stress and lower levels of alcohol use
and/or drug use, then the successful implementation of growth mindset interventions early in a
law student’s experience could substantially improve mental well-being, reduce the use of
alcohol or drugs as a means to cope with that stress, and better prepare law students to
successfully navigate the rigors of law practice.
Definitions
Some key terms which will be helpful to understanding the focus of the current study are
defined below.


Academic stress – stress is generally characterized as the response to an environmental or
situational stimulus that is perceived to overwhelm an individual’s ability to manage that
stimulus (Mosanya, 2020). Academic stress, then, will be characterized as the response to
an environmental or situational stimulus that the individual perceives to pertain directly
to the educational experience or to an academic matter.



Drug use – the term “drugs” will be defined to include marijuana (regardless of whether
marijuana use is legal in the state in which participants attend law school), illegal drugs,
prescription drugs not prescribed to the participant, and prescription drugs prescribed to
the participant but not used as directed; “drugs” will be defined to exclude alcohol
(alcohol use will be assessed through a separate scale).



Fixed mindset – also referred to as entity mindset, fixed mindset is the belief that a
person’s skills, abilities, and aptitudes cannot be strengthened or enhanced through effort
or assistance from others (Dweck, 2016).
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Growth mindset – also referred to as incremental mindset, growth mindset is the belief
that a person has the ability to strengthen and develop skills, abilities, and aptitudes (e.g.,
intelligence, resilience, etc.) through focused effort and assistance from others (Dweck,
2016).
Summary
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between growth mindset,

perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their
first semester of study. The practice of law leads to high levels of stress and other forms of
mental distress for many who enter the profession, and disproportionately high numbers of
lawyers also engage in unhealthy alcohol use or other forms of drug use. Many commentators
have suggested using alcohol or drugs to cope with the stress of being a lawyer is a practice that
begins in law school. Research has shown undergraduate students use alcohol and drugs in an
effort to alleviate mental distress, and it is suspected law students engage in these behaviors for
similar reasons. If those suspicions are accurate, then law students who develop alternative ways
to deal with feelings of mental distress will be less likely to use alcohol or drugs to salve those
pains. Growth mindset interventions have been shown to effectively reduce feelings of stress and
depression in other populations, and calls for the implementation of those interventions to reduce
mental distress among law students have increased in recent years. Scant research has been
conducted in this area, and this study helped to fill that gap. This study is relevant, important,
and timely.
The “Review of Relevant Literature” section of this dissertation provides a detailed
overview of existing research of stress and other forms of mental distress among lawyers and law
students, alcohol use and drug use among lawyers and law students (including their use as coping
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mechanisms to alleviate mental distress), and the use of growth mindset interventions to address
mental distress issues. A detailed discussion of this study’s research questions and related
hypotheses, the participant pool, the measures used to collect data from the participants, and the
analytical processes used to answer the research questions is provided in the “Methods” section
of this dissertation. The results of this study are reported in the following section (“Results”), and
the research and practical implications of these results are discussed in ”Discussion, Conclusions,
and Recommendations.”
Review of Relevant Literature
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between growth mindset,
perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their
first semester of study. Previous researchers and commentators (e.g., Iijima, 1998; Sheehy &
Horan, 2004) have described the stressful nature of law school. Hess (2002) characterized the
educational environment itself as a likely source of this stress:
Conventional legal education concentrates on analytical skills while minimizing the
development of interpersonal skills, such as building relationships and engendering
others’ confidence in you, which are critical for law practice. The curriculum teaches
students to be skeptical and to use law as an instrument to achieve a client’s or society’s
ends. It teaches that tough-minded analysis, hard facts, and cold logic are the tools of a
good lawyer, and it has little room for emotion, imagination, and morality. For some
students, “learning to think like a lawyer” means abandoning their ideals, ethical values,
and sense of self. (pp. 78-79)
The emphasis on analytical skills (to the potential detriment of interpersonal skills) often results
in an educational environment where collaboration and collegiality are secondary to competition
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to be the best of the best – to get the highest grade in the class and rise to the top of the class
rankings. Fines (1996, p. 896) described this sort of competitive learning as “the norm within
most law schools.” Hess (2002) provided additional context for this assessment through students’
direct perspectives on their educational environment:
The whole atmosphere of law school is so competitive and so uncooperative and really a
win-lose situation in addressing problems. I was used to working more toward a
cooperative solution, including more diverse perspectives in how a problem could be
solved, and so I felt really alienated.
I find the atmosphere to be incredibly adversarial. As a result, all of us learn to
communicate in an adversarial fashion, and when we’re in classes a lot of students end up
attacking each other instead of remembering how to communicate in a way that’s
diplomatic and disagree in a way that’s constructive. (p. 82)
These competitive and adversarial interactions can result in students feeling isolated from – and
unsupported by – their classmates. In a possible attempt to cope with and alleviate these feelings,
some (e.g., Organ et al., 2016) have suggested law students engage in problematic alcohol and
drug use. If law students are using alcohol and other drugs to cope with their feelings of stress,
then teaching law students new ways to calm their stress may also serve to reduce the prevalence
of problematic alcohol and drug use within this population.
One possible way to help law students reduce feelings of stress could be to help them
develop the belief that they can adapt to – and thrive within – the law school environment
through effort and focus; that success is based not solely on innate intelligence, but also upon
adaptability and perseverance. This approach utilizes what Dweck (2016) referred to as a growth
mindset, and the presence of a strong growth mindset has been linked to reduced feelings of
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apprehension during periods of stressful transition (Dweck et al., 1995) and to increased
motivation (Aditomo, 2015). If these same types of associations are found in law students, and if
law students who report a strong growth mindset also report comparatively lower levels of
alcohol and drug use, then helping law students develop a stronger growth mindset could lead to
significant reductions in problematic alcohol and drug use among the law student population.
This section provides an overview of the previous research literature on stress and
anxiety in law students, with particular attention paid to first-year law students. Next, this section
discusses drug use and alcohol use among law students, including the literature addressing
substance use as maladaptive coping behavior among law students. Finally, this section discusses
growth mindset theory as a potential interventional approach to alleviating law student stress –
and, in turn, to reducing the incidence of maladaptive alcohol and drug use among law students.
Stress and Anxiety Among Lawyers and Law Students
This section provides an overview of previous research on emotional distress and
substance use in lawyers and in law students, drawing comparisons between law students and
other graduate/professional students and between first-year law students and second- and thirdyear law students. This overview also includes a presentation of suspected catalysts for stress
among law students.
Emotional Distress and Substance Use Among Lawyers
A recent study has drawn attention both to the stress many lawyers experience and the
ways in which lawyers appear to cope with that stress. In a nationwide study of almost 13,000
lawyers, Krill et al. (2016) found over 60% of participants reported experiencing anxiety and
over 45% of participants reported experiencing depression over the course of their legal careers.
The levels of mental distress participants reported also illustrate the potential toll mental distress
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takes on attorney well-being: 28% of participants reported mild or higher levels of depression,
23% of participants reported mild or higher levels of stress, and 19% of participants reported
mild or higher levels of anxiety. Krill et al. also found 11.5% of respondents reported having
suicidal thoughts at some point during their legal careers, and almost 3% of participants reported
engaging in some form of self-injurious behavior. Han et al. (2016) discovered the percentage of
legal professionals who reported experiencing suicidal ideation in the previous 12 months placed
legal professionals within the top one-third of all occupations referenced in that study. These
results demonstrate suicidal ideation is at least as much of an issue among attorneys as it is
among the general population – and these results also demonstrate lawyers are at a substantially
greater risk of experiencing feelings of self-harm than are most other members of the population.
With regard to substance use, Krill et al. (2016) found significantly higher rates of
substance use among participants as compared to the general population; 20% of participants in
that study provided responses indicative of problematic alcohol use, which is almost double the
rates other researchers have found using the same assessment tool among more highly educated
participants (Matano et al., 2003). Over 36% of participants in the Krill et al. study provided
responses consistent with hazardous alcohol use and/or possible abuse or dependence.
Emotional Distress Among Law Students and Other Graduate/Professional Students
While these results suggest a profession with the potential to cause harm to its members,
there is evidence suggesting many lawyers may bring mental distress and substance abuse issues
into the profession with them from law school. In a nationwide study of over 11,000 law student
participants from 15 different law schools, Organ et al. (2016) found 17% of law student
participants screened positive for depression, which was higher than the percentage previously
reported for graduate students in other studies those authors cited. Organ et al. also found 37% of
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participants screened positive for anxiety, with almost 15% of respondents providing responses
consistent with severe anxiety; those rates were roughly double and triple, respectively, the rates
associated with graduate students in other studies the authors cited. Organ et al.’s results are
consistent with the findings of earlier researchers comparing levels of emotional distress
(regarding academic concerns) in law students and other graduate/professional programs (Heins
et al., 1983), particularly as compared to medical students (Heins et al., 1984). These results are
also consistent with the findings of Shanfield and Benjamin (1985), who found law students
demonstrated significantly higher levels of psychological distress than those found in a
normative population.
Emotional Distress Among First-Year Law Students
The researchers cited above discussed elevated levels of psychological distress among
law students generally. Other researchers have made findings more specific to law students in
their first year of study. Benjamin et al. (1986) found participants in one cohort of their study
demonstrated average scores for psychological distress within normal limits prior to starting law
school, but only six months later demonstrated average psychological distress scores two
standard deviations above normal limits. Reifman et al. (2000) reported 50% of the first-year law
student participants in their study displayed scores indicative of depression, which was not only
higher than rates expected to be found in the general population, but similar to (or higher than)
the rates previously found in people experiencing what those researchers characterized as
“extreme” stress: “30-45% of unemployed people, 30-45% of HIV-positive blood donors two
weeks after notification; 50% of people experiencing death of their spouse or marital separation
in the past year; 50-60% of patients being treated for substance abuse; 50-70% of homeless
people; and 60% and higher for various psychiatric samples” (pp. 100-101). Sheldon and Krieger
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(2004) found the law student participants in their study entered law school with significantly
higher levels of positive affect, life satisfaction, and subjective well-being than the members of
their reference sample of undergraduate students, but by the end of the first year of law school
participants reported significantly lower levels of all three variables (as well as significantly
higher levels of negative affect and depression). These findings are consistent with the results of
more recent studies (e.g., Flynn et al., 2019; Reed et al., 2016) in which law students displayed
levels of depression, anxiety, and/or stress higher than what would be expected in the general
population.
While the results of the above-referenced studies illustrate the comparatively higher rates
of stress and other types of emotional distress among law students (especially among first-year
law students), they do little to illuminate what may be leading law students to experience these
heightened levels of emotional distress. Those suspected causes are discussed in the following
section.
Causes and Sources of Emotional Distress Among Law Students
The studies cited above consistently report the elevated levels of mental and emotional
distress those participants experienced, as well as the findings that those participants entered law
school with rates of emotional distress roughly similar to rates found in normative populations.
This has led some (e.g., Sheldon & Krieger, 2004) to suggest something within the law school
experience adversely impacts students’ mental well-being.
Several researchers have directly explored this possibility and have reported findings
providing strong evidence to support this suggestion. Ayers et al. (2017) attributed the source of
at least some of this stress to particular aspects of the law school educational environment:
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Most students experience law school as quite competitive. Law students and lawyers are
evaluated in part on their public performance. They are expected to think rapidly and
articulate clearly. In an adversarial context, lawyers frequently find their efforts
deprecated by their opponents. Law schools try to prepare students for these pressures in
a variety of ways (e.g., “cold-calling,” [calling upon a student in class without advance
warning to discuss or explain a particular subject or point of law], the Socratic method,
clinical experience, trial practice, moot court), but that preparation is itself a source of
anxiety, and many law students never resolve their performance anxiety. (p. 119)
As Ayers et al. noted, certain pedagogic practices could lead to elevated levels of stress and
anxiety in law students. Benjamin et al. (1986) expressed similar concerns pertaining to the
broader educational environment:
Law school is the very place in which practitioners should learn to cope effectively with
the demands of the profession as well as with the demands of everyday life. The
development and maintenance of the psychological well-being of law students, however,
may be stunted by the process of legal education; at best, it is ignored. (p. 226)
Consistent with Benjamin et al.’s reports that law student psychological well-being is often
ignored (if not outright impeded), others have characterized the law school environment as “less
nurturant” than the environment found in other academic programs (Shanfield & Benjamin,
1985, p. 69). Heins et al. (1983) found law students reported significantly higher rates of stress
related to aspects of the academic program than those found in medical students in their sample;
specific academic stressors included “lack of positive feedback, competition with peers for
grades, exams given too infrequently, difficulty in understanding the material, being called on in
class, [and] inconsistency of feedback from instructors” (p. 519). Similarly, Archer and Peters
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(1986) found over half of the law student participants in their study reported lack of feedback
from instructors regarding their academic performance was among the most stressful aspects of
their law school experience.
Using their purpose-built Law Student Perceived Stress Scale to examine stress among
their participants, Bergin and Pakenham (2015) echoed these findings of academic factors as a
common source of stress among law students. In their study, they found over 52% of participants
reported experiencing moderate to extremely severe feelings of depression and over 53% of
participants reported experiencing moderate to extremely severe feelings of anxiety, with
academic demands being reported most frequently as the source of participants’ feelings of
stress.
Law students attempt to soothe these feelings of stress in different ways. Glessner (1991)
described these attempts as taking two primary forms:
Students, perceiving the educational process to be the cause of this stress, often act
instinctively to protect themselves through “fight or flight” reactions. Students fight
education and educators in ways ranging from hostility and ridicule to passive
aggression, and they see themselves as “beating the system” or “refusing to play the
game.” Students flee as well, dropping out entirely or continuing their enrollment while
“playing dead” in school. (p. 627)
If Glessner’s assertions are correct, law students may conceivably attempt to “flee” their feelings
of stress through the use of alcohol and/or other drugs. This behavior would be consistent with
Krill et al.’s (2016) reports of the highest rates of problematic substance abuse among attorneys
in the first 10 years of practice, with problematic use rates declining as attorneys accrued more
years in practice. This trend line in Krill et al.’s study, coupled with the comparatively higher
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levels of mental distress reported in first-year law students, suggests law students may be using
alcohol and other drugs to alleviate their feelings of stress. This study adds to the existing
research literature by more directly exploring the connection between perceived stress and
substance use in law school.
Alcohol Use and Drug Use as Coping Mechanisms Among Law Students
This section discusses the research pertaining to alcohol and drug use among law students
generally. Additionally, this section also discusses the research supporting the belief that law
students use alcohol or other drugs to assuage their feelings of stress.
Alcohol Use and Drug Use Among Law Students
Organ et al. (2016) reported concerning results pertaining to alcohol and drug use among
law students. They found law students reported both having used alcohol within the past 30 days
and having drunk enough to get drunk within the past 30 days at comparatively higher rates than
those reported for graduate students in other disciplines. Reed et al. (2016) also discovered
elevated levels of stress, anxiety, and depression among law students as compared to the levels
found in the normative samples of the instruments used in their study. They also discovered
frequent alcohol use and drug use among law students: participants averaged over four alcoholic
drinks per week, and over one-half of the participants reported engaging in “binge drinking” (i.e.,
having five or more drinks) in the previous month. Eleven percent of participants in Reed et al.’s
study indicated they used illegal drugs in the previous month. Reed et al. did not report results by
year in law school, and they did not indicate a correlation between alcohol and/or drug use and
depression, anxiety, or stress.
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Alcohol Use and Drug Use as Coping Behaviors
While a direct or causal connection is rarely expressed in the literature on law student
well-being, the findings of studies examining alcohol use among college students generally
support the implication that law students may engage in alcohol use as a coping mechanism to
address any emotional distress they feel during their law school experience.
Kenney et al. (2018) quantitatively explored the connections between depressive
symptoms and alcohol use in 341 college-aged (18-25 years old) individuals in the northeastern
United States. Two hundred twenty-three of those 341 participants were enrolled in a 4-year
college degree program at the time of their participation. Kenney et al. hypothesized drinking to
cope would mediate the relationship between depression and alcohol-related problems among all
participants regardless of enrollment status. Kenney et al. found depression was significantly and
positively associated with using alcohol as a coping mechanism among participants enrolled in
college, but not for participants who were not enrolled in college. These researchers also found
using alcohol to cope was significantly and positively related to scores on the alcohol-related
problems measure used in that study.
The work of Kenney et al. (2018) has the potential to inform law school interventions
with maladaptive coping behaviors such as alcohol use. Organ et al. (2016) reported on the high
rates of anxiety and alcohol use among law students as compared to other graduate students.
While Organ and his research partners did not empirically examine the connection between
anxiety and alcohol use, Kenney et al.’s work suggests such a connection exists among
undergraduate students, many of whom would be relatively similar in age to the “traditional” law
student (i.e., a student who went to law school directly from undergraduate education). Despite
the distinction between anxiety (as reported in Organ et al.) and depression (as reported in
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Kenney et al.’s work), Kenney et al.’s findings connecting depression and drinking-to-cope
behaviors can still provide a solid foundation for intervention efforts directed toward arresting
alcohol and/or drug use problems among law students.
Kenney et al.’s results are consistent with the work of earlier researchers such as Park and
Levenson (2002), who also found alcohol to be a common coping mechanism among
undergraduate students and found higher scores on alcohol use variables among students who
reported drinking to cope with stressful situations. Parallels can also be drawn to the work of
Karwacki and Bradley (1996), who found significant positive correlations between tensionreduction motivations in both academic and interpersonal situations for undergraduate college
student participants’ alcohol use and quantity, frequency, and social consequence of use
variables.
This prior research indicates law students experience comparatively higher rates of
mental and emotional distress than members of the normative population and use both alcohol
and illicit drugs at comparatively higher rates than undergraduate students. This research also
suggests something about the law school environment (rather than some predisposition on the
part of law students) at least facilitates their mental distress. While the literature on law students
does not make an explicit connection between these two factors, research on undergraduate
students (who are similar in age to the traditional law student) suggests the strong possibility that
law students use alcohol and drugs as coping mechanisms to deal with the mental distress they
experience during law school.
Because any number of distinct and unrelated aspects of the law school experience might
serve as the catalyst for law student mental distress, macro-level attempts to alter the law school
environment may prove too complex and multi-faceted to be practical, effective, and/or cost-
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effective. For those reasons, micro-level intervention efforts focused on helping individual
students develop effective coping skills could be more beneficial options for law schools to
pursue. One potential category of interventions to explore are growth mindset interventions.
Underreporting of Emotional Distress and Substance Use Among Law Students
As widespread as the prevalence of emotional distress and substance use appear to be
based on the research presented above, these reports may underestimate the number of law
students actually experiencing these issues. Several authors (e.g., Organ et al., 2016; Rothstein,
2008) have suggested law students may be hesitant to disclose information pertaining to their
substance use or their emotional wellness for fear that disclosure will create obstacles to their
ability to obtain law licensure. In their study, Organ et al. (2016) indicated 63% of participants
said they would be hesitant to seek help for substance use because of the potential threat they
perceive disclosure of their substance use would pose to bar admission, and 45% of participants
cited that same concern as a reason why they would not seek help for mental health issues. If a
perceived threat to their ability to obtain a law license motivates law students to avoid seeking
help for substance use and mental health issues, it could also motivate students not to disclose
these same issues in response to an investigator’s inquiry. This would result in a substantial
underreporting of these issues on the part of law students and, as a result, a substantial
misunderstanding of the scope and magnitude of these issues among law students. This suspected
reluctance of law students to openly discuss these issues informed the design of this study, as is
more fully discussed in the “Methods” section.
Growth Mindset Interventions
This section provides an overview of growth mindset generally and describes previous
research pertaining to growth mindset interventions among several sample groups. Additionally,
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this section highlights previous research examining the relationship between growth mindset and
mental distress.
Theoretical Overview
According to Jawaharlal Nehru (n.d.), “life is like a game of cards. The hand you are
dealt is determinism; the way you play it is free will.” Carol Dweck (2016), one of the leading
researchers in the area of growth mindset, conceptualized her mindset theory in a manner
reminiscent of Nehru’s sentiment:
Believing that your qualities are carved in stone – the fixed mindset – creates an urgency
to prove yourself over and over. If you have only a certain amount of intelligence, a
certain personality, and a certain moral character – well, then you’d better prove that you
have a healthy dose of them. It simply wouldn’t do to look or feel deficient in these most
basic characteristics. …
There’s another mindset in which these traits are not simply a hand you’re dealt
and must live with, always trying to convince yourself and others that you have a royal
flush when you’re secretly worried it’s a pair of tens. In this mindset, the hand you’re
dealt is just the starting point for development. This growth mindset is based on the belief
that your basic qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts, your strategies,
and help from others. Although people may differ in every which way – in their initial
talents and aptitudes, interests, or temperaments – everyone can change and grow through
application and experience. (pp. 6-7)
Growth mindset constructs are distinct from other positive emotional attributes such as selfesteem, optimism, or confidence (Dweck et al., 1995).
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Dweck’s mindset theory arose from prior research (including her own) exploring
behavioral patterns and related psychological processes (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). This research
attempted to explain why different individuals respond to similar stimuli in different ways.
Dweck and Leggett (1988) identified two major responses, the “helpless” response and the
“mastery-oriented” response, which they summarized as follows:
Whereas helpless individuals appear to focus on their ability and its adequacy (or
inadequacy), mastery-oriented ones appear to focus on mastery through strategy and
effort; whereas helpless individuals appear to view challenging problems as a threat to
their self-esteem, mastery-oriented ones appear to view them as opportunities for learning
something new. (pp. 258-259)
These helpless and mastery-oriented responses generally correspond with different goal
orientations, and these goal orientations help create cognitive frameworks which themselves help
frame situational responses (Dweck & Leggett, 1988). Individuals operating from a helpless
response work toward performance goals, and this motivates them to demonstrate their ability in
a certain area (or hide the inability in that area. Individuals operating from a mastery-oriented
response work toward learning goals, and this motivates them to view a challenge as an
opportunity to develop competence or skill.
Mindset theory is based upon this foundational work in goal orientation and behavioral
response, and it addresses the extent to which individuals believe they can change personal traits
or attributes about themselves. According to Dweck and Leggett (1988, p. 263), “implicit beliefs
about ability predict whether individuals will be oriented toward developing their ability or
toward documenting the adequacy of their ability.” An individual with a fixed mindset will not
believe themself capable of changing aspects of their personality or character with which they
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are dissatisfied. An individual with a growth mindset, however, will believe themself capable of
making such changes through diligent effort and guided by feedback regarding their
performance. This diligent effort is often characterized as “grit,” which Duckworth et al. (2007)
define as “perseverance and passion for long-term goals” (p. 1087). Grit as a construct is
separate from growth mindset (Wang et al., 2018), although growth mindset and grit are
complimentary. For example, using physical health for illustrative purposes, an individual with a
fixed mindset of physical health might believe physical well-being is predetermined by genetics
and, as a result, unaffected by personal lifestyle choices. On the other hand, a person with a
growth mindset of physical health is more likely to believe physical health can be affected by
lifestyle choices (e.g., diet and exercise) and, as a result, would be motivated to make healthier
personal choices in order to improve physical health. However, an individual with a growth
mindset of physical health must also utilize grit in order to sustain the long-term effort necessary
to consistently make the types of positive changes of which the individual believes themselves
capable (as a result of growth mindset) and which will enhance their physical health.
These theoretical propositions, when tested among a particular population, could inform
educational interventions designed to support development of a growth mindset. This study,
therefore, sought to determine whether there is a relationship between growth mindset,
perception of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use. If participants reporting higher levels of
growth mindset also reported lower levels of perceived academic stress and/or lower rates of
alcohol use or drug use, then interventions designed to inculcate a growth mindset in law
students could help reduce law student stress – as well as any alcohol or drug use in which law
students engage to alleviate that stress. Researchers exploring the relationship between growth
mindset and mental distress in other populations have returned encouraging results.

29
Growth Mindset and Adolescents
Relatively recent studies have produced promising results suggesting growth mindset
interventions can positively impact mental wellness in adolescents. In a study of ninth-grade
students at an American high school, Yeager et al. (2014) discovered students who reported a
fixed mindset with regard to personality reported significantly higher levels of stress and anxiety
(both in immediate response to a specific stressor and in terms of global psychological stress
measured several months later) than did participants who reported a growth mindset of
personality. Additionally, in a related study conducted with ninth-grade students at another
American high school, Yeager et al. (2014) observed participants who were administered an
intervention designed to facilitate the development of a growth mindset of personality not only
reported less stressful responses to the stressor condition, but also reported significantly lower
measures of global stress several months after the intervention.
In a longitudinal study directly examining the connection between growth mindset and
depression in adolescents transitioning to high school, Miu and Yeager (2015) determined
students who participated in a growth mindset intervention at the beginning of the school year
did not demonstrate significant increases in clinical levels of depression symptoms over the
course of that academic year. However, they found participants in that study who had not
participated in the growth mindset intervention reported significantly higher incidences of
clinically depressive symptoms by the end of the academic year. Miu and Yeager found the
treatment effect remained even after excluding participants who reported clinical levels of
depressive symptoms at the beginning of the study.
Miu and Yeager took care to point out the growth mindset intervention did not reduce the
reported rates of symptoms of depression; rather, the intervention slowed or stopped the
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increases in depressive symptoms expected to be seen in the population from which they drew
their research sample. Therefore, this study informed the current study by suggesting growth
mindset interventions administered at the beginning of the first year of law school can greatly
help to arrest the rate at which law students have previously been reported to develop mental
distress over the course of the first year of law school.
Growth Mindset and Undergraduate Students
Aditomo (2015) conducted a quantitative study in which she sought to explore the
connection between growth mindset and motivation in a sample of second-semester
undergraduate college students in Indonesia. Her research questions explored the extent to which
growth mindset could predict students’ subsequent course performance, student demotivation,
and/or whether students adopted learning goals or attributed academic success or failure to their
efforts. Aditomo also sought to determine whether the relationships between these variables were
impacted when students experienced a setback during their studies (which she operationalized as
failing to score above a certain level on a mid-term examination). Participants completed two
surveys, the first at the beginning of the term and the second approximately one week after the
mid-term examination. One hundred and twenty-three students completed both surveys. Survey
instruments were designed to measure five variables:


growth mindset of intelligence (the extent to which participants felt intelligence could be
substantially changed),



growth mindset of academic ability (the extent to which general academic ability as well
as specific ability in mathematics could be substantially changed),



the extent to which participants adopted personal learning goals for the course,
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the extent to which participants felt they could improve understanding and achievement
through their personal efforts, and



the extent to which participants felt less motivated to study and learn in the course after
the mid-term examination as compared to at the beginning of the term (Aditomo, 2015).

Among the participants in her study, Aditomo found growth mindset of academic ability was
positively correlated with both effort attribution and learning goal adoption and was negatively
correlated with demotivation. This relationship between growth mindset of academic ability and
learning goal and effort attribution became stronger for students who experienced an academic
setback on the mid-term exam. Growth mindset of intelligence was not correlated with any of
those variables; however, growth mindset of intelligence was positively correlated with growth
mindset of academic ability.
Aditomo’s research appears to have built on previous work in this area (as reported by
Dweck et al., 1995, pp. 274-275) which indicated individuals (in those studies, adolescent sixthand seventh-grade students) who displayed higher levels of growth mindset reported lower
feelings of apprehension during periods of stressful transition than did individuals who displayed
lower levels of growth mindset.
Parallels can also be drawn with the work of Crum et al. (2013, p. 727), who found
students who displayed higher levels of a growth mindset of stress (a “stress-is-enhancing”
mindset) demonstrated a stronger desire to receive feedback when placed in a stressful situation
than did students with more fixed mindsets of stress (a “stress-is-debilitating” mindset). To the
extent the lower mid-term exam score used to operationalize an academic setback in Aditomo’s
study could be re-cast as a stressful situation as operationalized in Crum et al.’s work, Crum et
al.’s conclusions support Aditomo’s conclusions.
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Schroder et al.’s (2015) research can be viewed as an extension of Aditomo’s work.
Schroder et al. determined scores on a scale measuring implicit theory of anxiety (i.e., an
individual has the ability to affect their anxiety levels) among the 388 undergraduate student
participants in their study were significantly and negatively correlated with scores on mental
distress measures. Additionally, Schroder et al. learned implicit theory of anxiety scores most
consistently predicted the extent to which participants reported experiencing psychological
distress symptoms. Among participants in a related study, Schroder et al. (2015) examined the
relationship between an implicit theory of anxiety and symptoms of anxiety and depression,
finding the implicit theory of anxiety scores were significantly and negatively related to the
anxiety and depression scores. Despite a noteworthy limitation of this related study (participants
consisted only of female undergraduate students), Schroder et al.’s discovery of a connection
between growth mindset and mental distress variables lends meaningful support to the current
study.
Schroder, in collaboration with other research colleagues, further built on these findings
in subsequent studies. Schroder et al. (2017) uncovered a significant negative relationship
between scores on a growth mindset of anxiety instrument and scores on instruments measuring
such maladaptive coping behaviors as alcohol use and drug use. Schroder et al. (2017) also found
a significant and negative relationship between growth mindset of anxiety and depression among
those participants. In a subsequent longitudinal study of first-year college students, Schroder et
al. (2019) determined participants who reported higher growth mindset of anxiety scores also
reported significantly lower levels of depression symptoms over time, while participants with
more of a fixed mindset of anxiety reported significantly higher levels of depression symptoms
over time. These results echoed the findings of Tuckwiller and Dardick (2018), who noted their
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participants (both undergraduate and graduate students) who self-reported experiencing anxiety
and/or depression also demonstrated significantly higher fixed mindset scores than did
participants who did not report experiencing these psychological distress issues.
In another recent study, Whittington et al. (2017) explored the relationship between
growth mindset and psychological wellness in undergraduate veterinary students in the United
Kingdom. In that study, participants whose responses indicated they held a growth mindset of
intelligence reported significantly higher scores on several psychological well-being scales than
did participants who demonstrated a fixed mindset of intelligence. The psychological wellness
scales used in that study focused on dimensions of wellness such as autonomy, personal growth,
and self-acceptance, and did not examine mental wellness issues such as anxiety or depression.
However, and despite the fact Whittington and her research colleagues operationalized
psychological well-being differently than did the current study, the positive association between
growth mindset and psychological wellness Whittington and her research colleagues found
provided compelling support for the current study.
More recent support is found through the work of Mosanya (2020). In her study of
undergraduate international students at an institution outside the United States, Mosanya found
growth mindset to be a direct negative predictor of academic stress. Mosanya’s results are
consistent with the hypotheses of this study (as discussed in greater detail in the “Methods”
section).
Growth Mindset and Graduate/Professional Students
Some growth mindset researchers (e.g., Lai et al., 2018) recently noted the relative lack
of studies examining the effectiveness of growth mindset interventions in graduate-level
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education. However, the limited research that has been done in this area helped to inform the
current study.
In what they characterize as the first examination of growth mindset interventions within
their target population, Lai et al. (2018) conducted a pilot study to examine the impact growth
mindset interventions would have on academic achievement in first-semester biostatistics
graduate students. Contrary to one of their hypotheses, average growth mindset scores held
steady or decreased over the course of their longitudinal study. Additionally, and contrary to
another of their hypotheses, they found either no correlation or a negative correlation between
growth mindset scores and final course grades. While this study appears to argue against the
utility of the current study, two primary distinguishing characteristics must be noted. First, the
small number of participants (20) in the Lai et al. (2018) study limits the generalizability of those
findings. Second, and perhaps more importantly, the objective nature of mathematics may have
impacted the effectiveness of the growth mindset intervention to a greater extent than would the
comparatively more subjective nature of legal education, where a greater emphasis is placed on
analysis and persuasion and where an objectively correct answer to a legal issue is far less likely
to be present.
Similar considerations may have affected the results presented by Kustritz (2017), who
found no significant association between mindset and stress in the veterinary students
participating in her study. That study had a greater number of participants (57) than did the Lai et
al. (2018) study, but its small sample size also limits its generalizability. Additionally, and
similarly to the mathematics students participating in the Lai et al. study, veterinary education
arguably also involves outcomes of an objective nature (i.e., the animal under treatment either
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gets better/lives or gets worse/dies) more so than does legal education, which could explain
Kustritz’s failure to discover a significant association between growth mindset and stress.
It is perhaps this comparatively more subjective nature of legal education which has led
legal education commentators to advocate with increasing frequency for the use of mindset
interventions to reduce mental distress in law students. This advocacy is discussed in the
following section.
Growth Mindset and Law Students
Commentators such as Rosen (2016) have advocated for the use of interventions designed
to increase optimism in law students as a way to address depression among law students, positing
“if law professors can teach students using the language of optimism, students may learn to
attribute their failures and setbacks in a constructive way and may remain motivated in spite of
negative feedback” (p. 331). Aditomo’s (2015) work suggested growth mindset interventions
have the potential to improve motivation (or, in the alternative, help protect against
demotivation) in the way Rosen (2016) suggests. Others (e.g., Adams-Schoen, 2014; Davis et al.,
2011; Fruehwalk, 2013; Manning, 2012; Reeves, 2015; Rosen, 2011; Sperling & Shapcott, 2012)
have discussed the applicability and effectiveness of incremental (growth) mindset interventions
and feedback strategies with law students, which provides additional justification for attempts to
base law student interventions on the work of Aditomo and others.
Despite this attention legal education commentators have paid to mindset theory over
time, there is scant empirical research either supporting or denigrating these notions. Shapcott et
al. (2018) found some support for this suspected connection between growth mindset and mental
distress; among their participants, third-year law students displayed significantly higher fixed
mindset scores than first-year students. These results complement the results referenced above,
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indicating the law school experience, and particularly the first year of law school, negatively
impact law students’ mental and emotional health. However, Ayres et al. (2017) offered
encouragement that growth mindset interventions may ameliorate some of these negative factors.
Ayers et al. (2017) found anxiety management techniques incorporating concepts from Dweck’s
mindset theory helped to reduce feelings of anxiety among law student participants at two
separate law schools, even up to 18 months post-intervention for some participants.
This prior research provided cautiously optimistic support for this study. Growth mindset
interventions in adolescents were associated with comparatively lower reported rates of stress
and depression than those found among participants who did not participate in the intervention.
In studies conducted among undergraduate student participants, similar results were shown, with
higher scores of growth mindset of anxiety associated with significantly lower mental distress
scores. While studies conducted among graduate and professional student populations did not
produce similar results, the comparatively smaller sample sizes and comparatively objective
nature of those students’ academic disciplines distinguish those results from the larger – and
more supportive – body of research.
Summary
Concerns regarding law student experiences with stress and other forms of mental
distress are long-standing and well-documented. Previous researchers and commentators have
asserted the nature of the academic program itself – particularly the first year of study – is
responsible for much (if not most) of the stress and anxiety which law students report. Other
authors have implicitly attributed this stress as a proximate cause of law student alcohol or drug
use. This study sought to explore the connection between law student alcohol use, drug use, and
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perceptions of academic stress in an attempt to determine whether this implied connection could
be explicitly observed.
In situations in which law student substance use is directly related to their feelings of
stress, interventions to help those students address and resolve their stress in healthier ways
could be effective in reducing substance use as a coping strategy. Researchers examining growth
mindset in other populations have shown those interventions to be effective in reducing feelings
of stress among their research participants, and the current study sought to explore whether
similar interventions might be effective among a law student population. If this study revealed
high levels of growth mindset to be associated with lower levels of alcohol use, drug use, and/or
perceptions of academic stress, those results would suggest growth mindset interventions might
be effective in helping law students navigate their educational experience without relying on
alcohol and/or drugs to cope with any stress they may feel.
Methods
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between growth mindset,
perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their
first semester of study. This section sets out the study parameters and logistics, including the
instruments used to measure the variable(s) pertaining to each research question. The research
questions for this study were as follows:
Research Question One: What is the relationship between growth mindset and perception
of academic stress in first-year law students during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was both growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would be negatively correlated with perceptions of
academic stress in the research sample (Schroder et al., 2019; Schroder et al., 2015; Tuckwiller
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& Dardick, 2018). As growth mindset scores increased, perception of academic stress scores
were predicted to decrease.
Research Question Two: What is the relationship between perception of academic stress,
alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was perceptions of academic stress
would be positively correlated with both alcohol use and drug use in the research sample
(Kenney et al., 2018; Park & Levenson, 2002). As perception of academic stress scores
increased, alcohol use scores and drug use scores were predicted to also increase.
Research Question Three: What is the relationship between growth mindset, alcohol use,
and drug use in first-year law students during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was both growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would be negatively correlated with both alcohol use
and drug use in the research sample (Karwacki & Bradley, 1996; Yeager et al., 2014). As growth
mindset scores increased, alcohol use scores and drug use scores were predicted to decrease.
Research Question Four: Controlling for perceptions of academic stress, does the extent
to which first-year law students ascribe to a growth mindset predict alcohol use or drug use
during their first semester of study?
Hypothesis: The hypothesis for this research question was controlling for perceptions of
academic stress, both growth mindset of intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would
predict both alcohol use and drug use in the research sample (Ayers et al., 2017; Karwacki &
Bradley, 1996; Yeager et al., 2014).
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Design
This study utilized a non-experimental correlational research design. A non-experimental
design was selected because this study sought to simply explore whether any relationship existed
between variables; for that reason a correlational research design was appropriate (Gravetter &
Wallnau, 2013). The goal of this study was not to determine a cause-and-effect relationship
between the study variables, in which case an experimental design would have been appropriate;
in this study, independent variables would not be manipulated in order to measure any resulting
impact on dependent variables (Gravetter & Wallnau, 2013).
Measurements
In this section, the instruments through which data were collected in the current study are
briefly presented.
Alcohol Use
Participants’ alcohol use was assessed using the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification
Test-Consumption (AUDIT-C), which is a derivative of the Alcohol Use Disorders Identification
Test, or AUDIT (Barry et al., 2015). The AUDIT is a 10-item instrument developed by the
World Health Organization “as a simple method of screening for excessive drinking and to assist
in brief assessment” (Babor et al., 2001, p. 4), and it measures alcohol use in three domains:
“hazardous drinking,” “harmful use,” and “alcohol dependence” (p. 5). The AUDIT-C consists
of the three AUDIT items that assess frequency of alcohol use (DeMartini & Carey, 2012).
Those items are as follows (Bradley et al., 2007):


“How often do you have a drink containing alcohol?”



“How many drinks containing alcohol do you have on a typical day when you are
drinking?”
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“How often do you have six or more drinks on one occasion?

A variable table is included as Table 1 below. For purposes of the current study, a “drink” or a
“drink containing alcohol” was defined as a 12-ounce serving of beer, a 5-ounce serving of wine,
or a 1.5-ounce serving of hard liquor (served either straight or in a mixed drink) (DeMartini &
Carey, 2012). A score of 12 was the maximum score a participant could record across all three
items. Recommended cut scores to screen for at-risk drinking using the AUDIT-C are 5 for
females and 7 for males (DeMartini & Carey, 2012).
The AUDIT-C has been validated with college students. Barry et al. (2015) found
Pearson’s product-moment correlation between composite AUDIT-C score and breath alcohol
content to be statistically significant (p < .001), and they found the AUDIT-C to demonstrate
sufficient reliability (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.76) and stability (Spearman-Brown coefficients for
split-half reliability were 0.881).
Table 1
Alcohol Use Items (AUDIT-C)
Item
How often do you have a drink
containing alcohol?

Scoring
(0) Never; (1) Monthly or less; (2) Two to four times a
month; (3) Two to three times a week; (4) Four or more
times a week

How many drinks containing alcohol
do you have on a typical day when
(0) 1 or 2; (1) 3 or 4; (2) 5 or 6; (3) 7 to 9; (4) 10 or more
you are drinking?
How often do you have six or more
(0) Never; (1) Less than monthly; (2) Monthly; (3)
drinks on one occasion?
Weekly; (4) Daily or almost daily
The AUDIT-C was selected for this study in part due to its comparatively small number
of items (three questions, compared to the ten questions of the AUDIT); the comparatively
shorter response time arguably helped to yield a sufficient response rate. Additionally, the
AUDIT-C solicited information pertaining to current alcohol use, which allowed for temporal
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proximity of assessment of all variables contemporaneously. Finally, the AUDIT-C has been
found to be significantly better than the full AUDIT instrument at detecting at-risk drinking in a
college student sample, particularly among female students (DeMartini & Carey, 2012).
Alcohol use was analyzed using a scale variable (“Alcohol Use”), which is a scale
created by taking the mean of individual scores from the AUDIT-C items. As shown in Table 1
above, a score of zero on each item was associated with the lowest amount or frequency of
alcohol use and a score of four on each item was associated with the highest amount or
frequency of alcohol use. An overall scale score of zero was the lowest possible scale score, and
a score of four was the highest possible scale score.
The last question in this section of the survey assessed the extent to which each
participant’s alcohol use had increased since starting law school. This item, to which participants
responded yes or no, read as follows: “As a result of law school, has your alcohol use
increased?”
Drug Use
Participants’ drug use was assessed using a modified version of the UNCOPE scale
(Zywiak et al., 1999). UNCOPE is a mnemonic acronym used to reference the six scale items;
the acronym stands for Use, Neglect, Cut Down, Objected, Preoccupied, and Emotional
Discomfort (Zywiak et al., 1999). The scale solicits information regarding both alcohol and drug
use. The UNCOPE scale can be used to obtain information about substance use either in the
previous year, the previous six months, the previous three months, or in the past 30 days (Mdege
& Lang, 2011). The UNCOPE scale items are facially valid (Urofsky et al., 2007).
The six items used for this study were derived from the scale reviewed by Hoffmann et
al. (2003), which demonstrated strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.85). Clayton
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et al. (2013) also found strong internal consistency (Cronbach’s alpha of 0.92) of the UNCOPE
scale in their study of freshmen students. UNCOPE has previously been used to solicit
information pertaining to both alcohol and drug use, as well as soliciting information about
lifetime substance use (i.e., “have you ever” questions). In this study, alcohol use information
was obtained through the AUDIT-C scale, so references to alcohol use were removed from each
item. Additionally, in order to allow for examination of the relationship between all variables
within the same temporal period, the temporal scope of the UNCOPE items were set at thirty
days. With those adjustments, the six drug use items were as follows:


In the past 30 days, have you spent more time using drugs than you intended to?



In the past 30 days, have you neglected some of your usual responsibilities because of
using drugs?



In the past 30 days, have you wanted to cut down on your use of drugs?



In the past 30 days, has anyone objected to your use of drugs?



In the past 30 days, have you frequently found yourself thinking about getting high?



In the past 30 days, have you used drugs to relieve emotional discomfort, such as
sadness, anger, or boredom?
A variable table is included as Table 2. Participants responded to these items on a yes/no

basis, with a point assessed for each positive response.
Table 2
Drug Use Items (UNCOPE)
Item
In the past 30 days, have you spent more time using drugs than you intended
to?
In the past 30 days, have you neglected some of your usual responsibilities
because of using drugs?
In the past 30 days, have you wanted to cut down on your use of drugs?

Scoring
(1) Yes; (0) No
(1) Yes; (0) No
(1) Yes; (0) No
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Table 2 Drug Use Items (UNCOPE) (continued)
Item
In the past 30 days, has anyone objected to your use of drugs?
In the past 30 days, have you frequently found yourself thinking about getting
high?
In the past 30 days, have you used drugs to relieve emotional discomfort, such
as sadness, anger, or boredom?

Scoring
(1) Yes; (0) No
(1) Yes; (0) No
(1) Yes; (0) No

Drug use was analyzed using a composite variable (“Drug Use”), which was created by
summing participant scores from the UNCOPE items. As shown in Table 2 above, a score of
zero on each item was associated with no concerns regarding each participant’s drug use and/or
negative consequences of that drug use, and a score of one on each item was associated with a
participant’s concern regarding their drug use and/or the negative consequences of that drug use.
A score of zero was the lowest possible composite score, while a score of six was the highest
possible composite score. Hoffmann et al. (2003) reported a score of 3 or higher was appropriate
to determine whether an individual was at risk of dependence; for that reason, a composite score
of 3 or higher was used to denote problematic drug use.
The last question in this section of the survey assessed the extent to which each
participant’s drug use had increased since starting law school. This item, to which participants
responded yes/no, read as follows: “As a result of law school, has your drug use increased?”
Perceptions of Academic Stress
Participants’ perceptions of academic stress were measured with the Law Student
Perceived Stress Scale (LSPSS), a 16-item scale developed by Bergin and Pakenham (2015) with
a sample of 647 law students in Australia and designed to measure the perceptions and suspected
causes of academic stress among law students. Written permission via email to use this scale was
received from the lead author (A. Bergin, personal communication, May 28, 2021). Bergin and
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Pakenham devised the Law Student Perceived Stress Scale after reviewing both the research
literature on law student distress and legal education commentaries. In addition to providing a
uniscale measure of stress, the Law Student Perceived Stress Scale also measures stress along
four factors: academic demands, career pressure, social isolation, and study/life imbalance. Three
of the four LSPSS subscales (academic demands, career pressure, and study/life imbalance)
contain at least three items, while the social isolation subscale contains two items (Bergin &
Pakenham, 2015). The Law Student Perceived Stress Scale is believed to be the first published
instrument specifically designed for use among a law student population (Bergin & Pakenham,
2015). Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each of the four subscales ranged between .79 and .82,
and the alpha coefficient for the unidimensional scale was .89. Bergin and Pakenham (2015) also
demonstrated convergent validity of the LSPSS through significant positive correlations (p <
.001 in all cases) of both total and subscale LSPSS scores with the Perceived Stress Scale, an
established tool validated to measure perceptions of stress among college students (Cohen et al.,
1983). In order to estimate the internal consistency of this instrument among the research sample,
Cronbach’s alpha analysis was conducted for each of the four subscales and for the
unidimensional scale. A variable table is included as Table 3 below.
Table 3
Perceptions of Academic Stress Items (LSPSS) 1
Scoring for all items: 1-Not at all stressful; 2-Slightly stressful; 3-Moderately stressful; 4-Very
stressful; 5-Extremely stressful
Item
Scale
Heavily weighted examinations
Academic Demands
Balancing my studies with my other commitments (e.g., work)
Study/Life Imbalance
Having sufficient time to accomplish everything that is expected of me in Academic Demands
law school

1

© 2015 by Bergin & Pakenham
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Table 3 Perceptions of Academic Stress Items (LSPSS) (continued)
Scoring for all items: 1-Not at all stressful; 2-Slightly stressful; 3-Moderately stressful; 4-Very
stressful; 5-Extremely stressful
Item
Scale
Fear of getting behind in the coursework and not being able to catch up
Academic Demands
Missing out on personal or social activities due to law school demands
Study/Life Imbalance
The amount of material to be learned (e.g., readings, cases)
Academic Demands
Getting poor grades
Academic Demands
Maintaining personal relationships outside of university
Study/Life Imbalance
The difficulty of the material to be learned
Academic Demands
Feeling socially isolated among other law students
Social Isolation
Finding full-time employment after graduation
Career Pressure
Having little recreation time for things I enjoy
Study/Life Imbalance
Competition to achieve good grades
Career Pressure
Pressure to do well in law school
Career Pressure
Lack of social connectedness in law school
Social Isolation
Worries about my future career
Career Pressure
Representative items from each of the four dimensions ask respondents to indicate the
extent to which they find the following aspects of law school stressful: “heavily weighted
examinations” (academic demands), “finding full-time employment after graduation” (career
pressure), “feeling socially isolated among other law students” (social isolation), and “balancing
my studies with my other commitments (e.g., work)” (study/life imbalance). Participants
responded to each item on the scale through a 5-point Likert-type scale (1 = “not at all stressful,”
5 = “extremely stressful”). Scores for each scale were determined by averaging the scores of
individual scale items. First-person items were re-written in the second person to maintain
consistency with other study items, and the reference to “university” in the eighth item
(“maintaining personal relationships outside of university”) was rewritten to replace “university”
with “law school.”
Although the LSPSS was validated using an Australian law student sample, the issues
referenced in the scale items echo the issues described by legal education commentators
discussing American legal education (Glessner, 1991; Kutulakis, 1992). This is perhaps not
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surprising, as the instrument’s developers consulted materials focusing on American legal
education when developing scale items (Bergin & Pakenham, 2015). For these reasons, use of
the LSPSS with a sample drawn from law schools in the United States was appropriate.
The last question in this section of the survey assessed the extent to which each
participant’s stress had increased since starting law school. This item, to which participants
responded yes/no, read as follows: “As a result of law school, has your stress level increased?”
Growth Mindset
Participants’ growth mindset was assessed through two scales, the Theories of Anxiety
(TOA) Scale and the Theories of Intelligence (TOI) Scale. Each scale consisted of four items
scored on a 6-point Likert-type scale (1 = strongly disagree, 6 = strongly agree) (Schroder et al.,
2015, p. 135). Each scale item was reverse coded so that higher scores reflect a participant’s
stronger endorsement of a growth mindset in that particular dimension. The first three questions
on each scale were identical except for the term which relates to the trait measured; for example,
the first item on the TOA scale stated, “you have a certain amount of anxiety and you really
cannot do much to change it,” while the first item on the TOI scale stated, “you have a certain
amount of intelligence and you really cannot do much to change it” (Schroder et al., 2015, p.
135). The fourth item differed slightly more between each scale; on the TOA scale, the item
stated, “no matter how hard you try, you can’t really change the level of anxiety that you have,”
while the fourth item on the TOI scale stated, “you can learn new things, but you cannot really
change your basic intelligence” (Schroder et al., 2015, p. 135). Schroder et al. (2016) report
Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for the TOA and TOI scales of 0.97 and 0.95, respectively,
indicating both scales demonstrate sufficient internal consistency. Variable tables are included in
Tables 4 and 5 below.
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Table 4
Growth Mindset of Anxiety Items (TOA)
Item
You have a certain amount of anxiety and you really cannot do much to
change it.
Your anxiety is something that you cannot change very much.
To be honest, you cannot really change how anxious you are.
No matter how hard you try, you can’t really change the level of anxiety
that you have.

Anchors
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree

Table 5
Growth Mindset of Intelligence Items (TOI)
Item
You have a certain amount of intelligence and you really cannot do much
to change it.

Anchors
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree

Your intelligence is something that you cannot change very much.

1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree
1-Strongly disagree
6-Strongly agree

To be honest, you cannot really change how intelligent you are.
No matter how hard you try, you can’t really change your basic
intelligence.

Each growth mindset dimension was analyzed using scale variables (“Growth Mindset of
Anxiety” and “Growth Mindset of Intelligence”) created from the mean scores of scale items in
each dimension. On each scale, a mean score of 1 (indicating the weakest endorsement of a
growth mindset) was the minimum possible score a participant could report, while a score of 6
(representing the strongest endorsement of a growth mindset) was the maximum possible score a
participant could report.
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Dweck et al. (1995) discovered the TOI scale items unrelated to measures of confidence
in the intellectual ability or cognitive ability, which indicates sufficient validity. Schroder et al.
(2015) demonstrated the validity of the TOA scale through significant correlation with other
established scales used to assess anxiety and similar mental health constructs. In that study, the
TOA was worded to only contain items endorsing an entity (fixed) mindset of anxiety, and the
instrument was reverse coded so that a higher score indicated a greater endorsement of an
incremental (growth) mindset of anxiety. For that reason, the negative correlations Schroder et
al. (2015) reported provide indicia of sufficient validity.
The last page of the survey included a link to resources (American Bar Association, n.d.b.) for law students who desired additional information on substance use and mental health as a
result of their participation in this study.
A summary of these variables, which includes reliability data and descriptive statistics
drawn from the research sample in the present study, is found in Table 6 below.
With the exception of Drug Use and Growth Mindset of Anxiety, skew and kurtosis for
each variable were between -1 and +1, which indicates a normal distribution. Skew for Growth
Mindset of Anxiety was also within this range, but kurtosis for this variable was slightly outside
this range; however, and as endorsed by Warner (2013), visual review of the distribution shape
for this variable indicated a generally normal distribution.
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Table 6
Summary of the Variables
Variable
Alcohol Use
Drug Use
Perceptions of Academic Stress (uniscale)
Academic Demands
Career Pressure
Social Isolation
Study/Life Imbalance
Growth Mindset of Intelligence
Growth Mindset of Anxiety

α
.69
.81
.91
.86
.83
.89
.82
.95
.94

M
1.25
.73
3.38
3.74
3.46
2.68
3.11
4.24
3.60

SD
.73
1.38
.74
.78
.99
1.28
.93
1.37
1.50

Skewness
.53
1.82
-.16
-.70
-.27
.43
-.004
-.60
-.11

Kurtosis
.07
2.07
-.05
.33
-.81
-.91
-.46
-.48
-1.08

Actual Range
0-3.33
0-5
1.38-5
1.33-5
1-5
1-5
1-5
1-6
1-6

With the exception of Alcohol Use, Cronbach’s alpha for each variable was above .70,
which is generally recognized as the lower limit of scores indicating a scale’s reliability.
Cronbach’s alpha score for Alcohol Use was .69; however, given the proximity of this alpha
score to the general cutoff, and in light of this scale’s previous validation, this scale’s reliability
was determined to be acceptable. Cronbach’s alpha score for Growth Mindset of Intelligence was
.95, which has been noted as the upper limit of the range indicating acceptable reliability rather
than redundancy (Tavakol & Dennick, 2011).
Procedures
This section presents the methods by which participants were invited to participate in the
current study. This section also describes the manner in which data were collected and analyzed.
Participants
Participants in this study were drawn from the population of law students enrolled in their
first semester of study at various law schools across the United States. An email generally
describing the current study was sent to the listserv of the National Association of Law Student
Affairs Professionals (“NALSAP”), of which the author is a member. This request was
consistent with the stated organizational goals of NALSAP, one of which is to provide “support
for law student affairs professionals conducting research and writing scholarly articles and
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manuals relating to law students, law schools and the legal profession” (National Association of
Law Student Affairs Professionals, n.d.). NALSAP-member recipients of that email were asked
to indicate to the author their willingness to provide the survey link to their students.
Additionally, the author sent a similar email to representatives of each ABA-approved
law school in the United States that had not previously expressed an interest in participating
through the NALSAP solicitation. Individuals at the assistant dean or associate dean level with
“Student Affairs” or similar designation in their title were selected to receive this invitation and
were asked to express to the author their interest in participating in this study, as were individual
faculty members at some of these institutions with whom the author had a pre-existing
professional relationship.
To incentivize participation, each participant was provided the opportunity upon
completion of the survey to provide contact information (through a separate Qualtrics survey) for
a chance to win one of twenty $10 Amazon gift cards.
Fifteen institutions expressed a willingness to invite their first-year law students to
participate in this study. In early October 2021, the author sent an email containing the invitation
and survey link to representatives from each institution. That email contained the invitation to
participate and the survey link, and the institutional representatives were asked to forward that
email to their enrolled first-year students. A reminder email was sent to these institutional
representatives approximately two weeks later, and those representatives were asked to forward
that reminder email to their enrolled first-year students.
Although 100 participants are recommended for a correlational study (Warner, 2013),
IRB approval was obtained for 200 participants to better ensure a sufficient number of completed
responses would be obtained. When data collection began, the author monitored the survey
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responses regularly to assess whether additional invitations soliciting participants would be
necessary to obtain complete responses from a sufficient number of participants to provide valid
results. As soon as the author determined completed responses had been obtained from at least
200 participants, data collection was closed. 265 participants provided responses to the survey.
Of those 265 participants, 205 participants responded to each survey item. Those 205
participants’ responses were included in the analyses reported below.
Demographic information for the participants is reported in Table 7 below; for gender
and ethnicity demographics, information on representation in the national population of first-year
law students (American Bar Association, 2021b) is also presented. The sample included more
than twice as many females as males and was disproportionate to the national population with
regard to gender. This sample was also disproportionate with regard to ethnicity; eighty-two
percent of the participants identified as White/Caucasian, compared to 61% of the national law
student population.
Educational and academic information for the participants is reported in Table 8 below.
Over two-thirds of the participants were enrolled at public law schools. Fewer than 12% of the
participants scored 149 or lower on the LSAT, with roughly one-third of participants scoring 160
or higher on the LSAT. With regard to undergraduate academic credentials, more than half of all
participants earned a cumulative undergraduate grade point average of 3.51 or higher.
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Table 7
Participant Demographic Information

Demographic Category
Gender
Male
Female
Nonbinary

Percentage
Fall 2021 Representation
Overall Sample
Overall Sample
(ABA, 2021b)
Count (n = 205)
62
135
8

30.2
65.9
3.9

141
39
13
3
4
3
2

68.8
19.0
6.3
1.5
2.0
1.5
1.0

2
9
5
12
0
168
6
3

1.0
4.4
2.4
5.9
0
82.0
2.9
1.5

43.3
56.3

Age
25 or younger
26 to 30
31 to 35
36 to 40
41 to 45
46 to 50
51 or older
Ethnicity
American Indian or Alaska Native
Asian
Black or African American
Hispanics of any race
Native Hawaiian or Other Pacific Islander
White/Caucasian
Two or more races
Prefer not to respond

.5
6.9
8.1
13.1
.2
61.0
4.2

General Sample Description Regarding Alcohol/ Drug Use and Stress
With regard to alcohol use, 18.5% of participants reported their alcohol use had increased
as a result of law school. Overall, 21% of male participants (13/62) and 28.1% of female
participants (38/135) reported alcohol use scores indicative of maladaptive use of alcohol (i.e.,
composite scores of seven or higher across all AUDIT-C items for male participants and scores
of five or higher for female participants). When comparing participants from public law schools
versus private law schools, 20.9% (9/43) of male participants at public law schools and 31.6%
(31/98) of female participants at public law schools reported alcohol use scores indicative of
maladaptive alcohol use, while 21.1% (4/19) of male participants at private law schools and
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18.9% (7/37) of female participants at private law schools reported scores indicative of
maladaptive alcohol use.
Table 8
Participant Educational Information
Overall Sample
Count (n = 205)

Overall Sample
Percentage

Law School Affiliation
Public
Private

147
58

71.7
28.3

LSAT Score
130 or below
131-139
140-149
150-159
160-169
170 or above

1
0
21
111
70
2

0.5
0.0
10.2
54.1
34.1
1.0

Undergraduate Grade Point Average
2.50 or below
2.51 to 3.00
3.01 to 3.50
3.51 or above

2
24
59
120

1.0
11.7
28.8
58.5

Demographic Category

With regard to drug use, 10.7% of participants reported their drug use had increased as a
result of law school. Overall, 14.1% of participants (29/205) reported scores of three or higher on
the drug use scale, which indicates drug use at a level which indicates risk of dependence.
Among public law school participants, 16.3% (24/147) of participants reported drug use scores
indicative of at-risk use, including 16.3% (7/43) of male public law school participants and
14.3% (14/98) of female public law school participants. Among private law school participants,
8.6% (5/58) of participants reported drug use scores indicative of at-risk use, including 10.5%
(2/19) of male private law school participants and 8.1% (3/37) of female private law school
participants. None of the private law school participants who indicated a nonbinary gender
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identity (n = 2) reported scores indicating at-risk drug use, but 50% (3/6) of public law school
participants who indicated a nonbinary gender identity reported scores indicating at-risk drug
use.
With regard to perceptions of stress, 92% of participants reported their stress level had
increased as a result of law school.
Data Collection
The survey instrument was administered in an online format using Qualtrics. The
invitation email with the link to the survey instrument was distributed to institutional
representatives on October 6, 2021, which is typically about two months after the first semester
of law school begins. The October 6 date also falls after the effective date on which ABAapproved law schools must determine enrollment in satisfaction of required annual reporting for
accreditation purposes (American Bar Association, n.d.-a.). This date was set as the date after
which data collection would start in order to account for potential first-semester attrition.
Recognizing some students withdraw from law school for personal reasons – including,
potentially, mental health and substance abuse issues – beginning data collection at that point in
the semester minimized the potential for results to be skewed by participants who struggled with
these issues so substantially they separated from law school altogether.
Informed consent was obtained prior to the administration through an informed consent
form embedded into the Qualtrics survey. Each participant provided their informed consent
electronically prior to beginning the survey. The participants were instructed on the general
nature of the study, the general topics covered by the survey instrument, and the voluntary nature
of their participation. In addition to the research scales, the research instrument included brief
questions designed to collect participant demographic information (age; gender; ethnicity;
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public/private law school attendance; Law School Admission Test (LSAT) score and
undergraduate cumulative grade point average, which were used as proxies for academic
readiness). Participants were informed their responses would be kept confidential and would be
analyzed only in aggregated form. The author input the participants’ responses into a spreadsheet
to facilitate statistical analysis in SPSS.
Confidentiality and Data Storage
Confidentiality of research participants was maintained to the greatest extent possible.
Personally identifying information (e.g., names, email addresses) was not collected from
research participants. Additionally, data collection was configured through Qualtrics in such a
way that individual IP addresses were not collected. Participant response data were stored in a
folder on the author’s personal computer, with a backup maintained on a USB drive (which was
securely stored at the author’s residence).
Data Analysis
Preliminary data analysis consisted of descriptive statistics to determine whether the
participants’ responses were sufficiently normally distributed to permit further analysis. The
review of descriptive statistics included review of participant demographics and descriptive
statistics of study variables. The reliability and internal consistency of each scale with regard to
the research sample was also evaluated through Cronbach’s alpha analysis. Primary data analysis
conducted for each research question is discussed below.
Research Question One
The first research question for the current study explored the relationship between growth
mindset and perception of academic stress, with each growth mindset dimension serving as an
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independent variable and perception of academic stress serving as the dependent variable.
Pearson’s r analysis was used to determine correlation as warranted.
Research Question Two
The second research question for the current study explored the relationship between
perception of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use. In this research question, perception of
academic stress represented the independent variable, and alcohol use and drug use each
represented a dependent variable. Pearson’s r analysis was used to determine correlation as
warranted.
Research Question Three
The third research question for the current study explored the relationship between
growth mindset, alcohol use, and drug use. In this research question, growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety each represented an independent variable, and
alcohol use and drug use each represented a dependent variable. Pearson’s r analysis was used to
determine correlation as warranted.
Research Question Four
The fourth research question for the current study examined whether, when controlling
for perceptions of academic stress, growth mindset scores (in either the intelligence scale or the
anxiety scale) would predict either alcohol use or drug use. In this research question, growth
mindset of intelligence, growth mindset of anxiety, and each scale of perceived academic stress
represented potential independent variables, and alcohol use and drug use each represented
dependent variables.
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Regression analysis was performed to determine whether the extent to which participants
report their ascription to a growth mindset of intelligence or of anxiety predicted their alcohol
use and/or their drug use.
Limitations
The limitation most expected to impact the statistical analyses employed in this study was
the use of self-report data for alcohol and drug use. Participants in previous studies exploring law
student substance use and mental health issues (e.g., Organ et al., 2016) reported they felt
discouraged from seeking help for substance abuse and/or mental health issues due to the
perceived potential threat to bar admission and potential threat to job or academic status.
Similarly, Reed et al. (2016) investigated stress, depression, and anxiety in law students, and
they discovered over 65% of the participants in that study were at least “moderately concerned”
seeking help to address their mental health concerns would have negative career implications.
Students who share these types of concerns would presumably be less candid in their responses
to a qualitative study (in which the researcher can assure confidentiality, but not anonymity, to
the participant), which would lead to underreporting of alcohol use and/or drug use and would
serve to obscure the impact the presence of a growth mindset may have on participants’ use of
either alcohol or drugs. The quantitative design was selected for this study so participants would
feel more comfortable in the knowledge their responses could not be attributed directly to them,
which would therefore allow them to share information about their perceptions of stress and their
alcohol and/or drug use more freely than they might otherwise have done. Additionally, the
commitment to anonymity in participant responses was clearly expressed in the invitation to
participate in this study. The invitation to participate informed participants no personally
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identifying information (e.g., names, email addresses) would be collected and the survey would
not log participant IP addresses.
Results
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between growth mindset,
perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their
first semester of study. A non-experimental correlational research design was used for this study.
Participants provided responses though a web-based Qualtrics survey to items soliciting
demographic information as well as information pertaining to alcohol use, drug use, perceptions
of academic stress, and their thoughts on growth mindset constructs.
Data Analysis
This section will present the data analysis, beginning with a discussion of general
descriptive information for each scale analyzed in this study. Following the presentation of scale
information, this section will report the results of the analyses for each research question.
Research Question One
The first research question for this study was as follows: “What is the relationship
between growth mindset and perception of academic stress in first-year law students during their
first semester of study?” The hypothesis for this research question was both growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would be negatively correlated with perceptions of
academic stress. This hypothesis was confirmed with regard to some – but not all – academic
stress variables included in these analyses. Growth mindset of intelligence was significantly
correlated (negatively) with only one academic stress variable, while growth mindset of anxiety
was significantly correlated (also negatively) with all academic stress variables.
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To answer this research question, Pearson correlation analyses were performed between
Growth Mindset of Intelligence, Growth Mindset of Anxiety, Perceptions of Academic Stress
(the overall academic stress scale), and each of the four academic stress subscales. The results of
those analyses are reported in Table 9 below.
Table 9
Correlations for All Variables
1
1. Alcohol Use
2. Drug Use

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

.19**

-

.09

.22**

-

.09

.25**

.86**

-

5. Career Pressure

.05

.16*

.80**

.61**

-

6. Social Isolation

.04

.12

.64**

.32**

.39**

-

7. Study/Life
Imbalance

.09

.15*

.82**

.60**

.46**

.51**

-

8. Growth Mindset
of Intelligence

-.07

.04

-.06

.05

-.03

-.22**

-.07

-

-.38**

-.37**

-.29**

-.33**

.22**

3. Perceptions of
Academic Stress
(Uniscale)
4. Academic
Demands

9

9. Growth Mindset
-.07
-.16* -.44**
of Anxiety
** Correlation is significant at p < .01 (2-tailed)
* Correlation is significant at p < .05 (2-tailed)

-

Growth Mindset of Anxiety was significantly negatively correlated with the Perceptions
of Academic Stress uniscale and all four subscales (p < .01); participants with scores indicating a
stronger belief in a growth mindset of anxiety reported lower academic stress scores across all
five academic stress variables. Growth Mindset of Intelligence was significantly negatively
correlated with Social Isolation (p < .01), indicating participants with scores reflecting a stronger
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belief in a growth mindset of intelligence reported lower stress scores with regard to social
isolation. However, Growth Mindset of Intelligence was not significantly correlated with any
other perceived academic stress subscale or with the overall perception of academic stress scale;
the extent to which a participant held a growth mindset of intelligence did not significantly
impact their perceptions of any type of analyzed academic stress other than stress related to
social isolation.
Research Question Two
The second research question for this study was as follows: “What is the relationship
between perception of academic stress and alcohol and/or drug use in first-year law students
during their first semester of study?” The hypothesis for this research question was perceptions
of academic stress would be positively correlated with both alcohol use and drug use in the
research sample. This hypothesis was confirmed with regard to drug use, which was significantly
correlated (positively) with four of the five academic stress variables included in this study. This
hypothesis was not confirmed with regard to alcohol use, which was not significantly correlated
with any academic stress variable.
To answer this question, Pearson’s correlation analyses were performed between drug use
and alcohol use scale scores, scores on the overall perception of academic stress scale, and scores
on each of the four academic stress subscales. The results of the analyses with regard to drug use
are reported in Table 9 above. Drug Use was significantly and positively correlated with Career
Pressure and Study/Life Imbalance (p < .05), and with Academic Demands and overall
Perceptions of Academic Stress (p < .01). Drug Use was not significantly correlated with Social
Isolation.
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The results of the analyses with regard to alcohol use are reported in Table 9 above.
Alcohol Use was not significantly correlated with the Perceptions of Academic Stress uniscale or
with any of the four subscales.
Research Question Three
The third research question for this study was as follows: “What is the relationship
between growth mindset and alcohol and/or drug use in first-year law students during their first
semester of study?” The hypothesis for this research question was both growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would be negatively correlated with both alcohol use
and drug use in the research sample. This hypothesis was partially confirmed with regard to
growth mindset of anxiety, which was significantly correlated (negatively) with drug use. This
hypothesis was not confirmed with growth mindset of intelligence, which was not significantly
correlated with either drug use or alcohol use.
To answer this question, Pearson correlation analyses were performed between growth
mindset scale scores and each of the drug use and alcohol use scores. The results of the analyses
with regard to drug use are reported in Table 9 above. Drug Use was significantly and negatively
correlated with Growth Mindset of Anxiety (p < .05), but Drug Use was not significantly
correlated with Growth Mindset of Intelligence.
The results of the analyses with regard to alcohol use are reported in Table 9, above.
Alcohol Use was not significantly correlated with either Growth Mindset of Intelligence or
Growth Mindset of Anxiety.
Research Question Four
The fourth research question for this study was as follows: “Controlling for perceptions
of academic stress, does the extent to which first-year law students ascribe to a growth mindset
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predict alcohol and/or drug use during their first semester of study?” The hypothesis for this
research question was controlling for perceptions of academic stress, both growth mindset of
intelligence and growth mindset of anxiety would predict both alcohol use and drug use in the
research sample. This hypothesis was not confirmed for either growth mindset of intelligence or
growth mindset of anxiety.
Drug Use
The dependent variable of Drug Use was calculated using individual responses to each of
the six UNCOPE drug use items. Distributions of individual responses on each drug use item are
included in Table 10 below. Affirmative responses for each participant were then summed to
create a composite score for each participant. For this variable, the minimum score was 0
(reflecting no positive responses to any drug use scale item) and the maximum score was 6
(reflecting positive responses to all six drug use scale items). This composite score was used as
the Drug Use variable; a distribution table for Drug Use is included in Table 11 below.
Table 10
Distribution of Responses to Individual Drug Use Items

More time spent using drugs than intended
Neglected usual responsibilities because of drug
use
Wanted to cut down on drug use
Others objected to drug use
Frequently thought of getting high
Used drugs to relieve emotional discomfort

0 (No)
(n) (%)
179 (87.3%)

1 (Yes)
(n) (%)
26 (12.7%)

205 (100%)

190 (92.7%)

15 (7.3%)

205 (100%)

181 (88.3%)
204 (99.5%)
170 (82.9%)
156 (76.1%)

24 (11.7%)
1 (0.5%)
35 (17.1%)
49 (23.9%)

205 (100%)
205 (100%)
205 (100%)
205 (100%)

Total

63
Table 11
Distribution of Total Positive Responses to Individual Drug Use Items
0 Positive
Responses
(n) (%)

1 Positive 2 Positive
Responses Responses
(n) (%)
(n) (%)

3 Positive
Responses
(n) (%)

4 Positive 5 Positive
Responses Responses
(n) (%)
(n) (%)

147 (71.7)

18 (8.8%)

12 (5.9%)

11 (5.4%)

11 (5.4%)

6 (2.9%)

6 Positive
Responses
(n) (%)

Total
(n) (%)

0 (0%)

205
(100%)

Potential independent variables for the regression analysis were both growth mindset
variables (Growth Mindset of Intelligence; Growth Mindset of Anxiety), the overall Perceptions
of Academic Stress uniscale, and each of the four academic stress subscales (Academic
Demands; Career Pressure; Study/Life Imbalance; Social Isolation). Descriptive statistics for
these variables are included in Table 12 below. Because the Perceptions of Academic Stress
uniscale displayed high correlation with three of the academic stress subscales (as reflected in
Table 9 above), Perceptions of Academic Stress was not included in further analysis of this
research question in order to mitigate potential multicollinearity concerns.
Table 12
Summary of Potential Independent Variables in Drug Use Regression
Perceptions of
Academic Stress
Academic
Demands
Career
Pressure
Social
Isolation
Study/Life
Imbalance
Growth Mindset
of Anxiety
Growth Mindset
of Intelligence

Min

Max

M

SD

1.38

5.00

3.38

.74

1.33

5.00

3.74

.78

1.00

5.00

3.46

.99

1.00

5.00

2.68

1.28

1.00

5.00

3.11

.93

1.00

6.00

3.60

1.50

1.00

6.00

4.24

1.37
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The next step in the analysis was to evaluate whether any individual independent variable
significantly predicted drug use in this sample. Based on the lack of a significant correlation
between Drug Use and either Growth Mindset of Intelligence or Social Isolation (as reported in
Table 9 above), it was determined neither variable was expected to significantly predict Drug
Use in this sample and those variables were excluded from the regression model. In light of the
significant correlations between Drug Use and the remaining potential independent variables
(Growth Mindset of Anxiety, Academic Demands, Study/Life Imbalance, and Career Pressure),
however, it was determined all would significantly predict Drug Use in this sample and were
included in the regression model.
As the final step in this analysis, a hierarchical multiple regression was performed to
determine whether any of these academic stress variables would impact the extent to which
Growth Mindset of Anxiety was able to predict Drug Use in this sample. Growth Mindset of
Anxiety was entered into Step 1 of the model, followed by (in order of decreasing size of
individual regression β coefficients) Academic Demands, Career Pressure, and Study/Life
Imbalance.
The results of that hierarchical multiple regression are shown in Table 13 below. As
shown in that table, Growth Mindset of Anxiety was only a significant predictor of Drug Use in
Step 1 of the regression model – when considered in isolation of all other independent variables.
As Growth Mindset of Anxiety scores increased, drug use scores decreased. In Step 1, Growth
Mindset of Anxiety accounted for 2% of the variance in the sample. The introduction of
Academic Demands into the regression model in Step 2 resulted in a significant increment to R2:
Finc(1, 202) = 8.621, p < .01; the amount of variance for which the model accounted increased to
6%. After its introduction, Academic Demands became the only significant predictor of Drug
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Use in this model; as Academic Demands scores increased, Drug Use scores also increased.
Neither the introduction of Career Pressure into the model at Step 3 nor the instruction of
Study/Life imbalance in Step 4 resulted in any change to R2 in the regression model.
Additionally, neither Career Pressure nor Study/Life Imbalance significantly predicted Drug Use
in this model.
Alcohol Use
The dependent variable of Alcohol Use was calculated using the mean of individual
participant responses to each of the three AUDIT-C alcohol use items. Distributions of individual
responses on each alcohol use item are included in Table 14 below. A mean score across all three
AUDIT-C items was calculated for each participant. For this variable, the minimum score was 0
(reflecting either no use of alcohol or less frequent use of alcohol in smaller quantities) and the
maximum score was 4 (reflecting more frequent use of alcohol and/or use of alcohol in greater
amounts). A distribution table for Alcohol Use is included as Table 15 below.
Table 13
Hierarchical Regression Results for Drug Use
Predictors
Growth Mindset of Anxiety
Academic Demands
Career Pressure
Study/Life Imbalance
Variance explained
R2
F
F change
*** p <.001
** p < .01
* p < .05

Step 1 β
-.16*

.03
5.51*

Drug Use
Step 2 β
Step 3 β
-.08
-.08
.22**
.22*
-.003
.07
7.17***
8.62**

.07
4.76**
.001

Step 4 β
-.08
.22*
-.002
-.01
.07
3.55**
.01
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Table 14
Distribution of Responses to Individual Alcohol Use Items

Frequency of
having a drink
containing alcohol
Number of drinks
containing alcohol
on a typical day of
drinking
Frequency of > 6
drinks on one
occasion

0 (less
frequent
use or
lesser
amount)
(n) (%)

3
(n) (%)

4 (more
frequent
use or
greater
amount)
(n) (%)

1
(n) (%)

2
(n) (%)

Total
(n) (%)

6 (2.9%)

45 (22%)

74 (36.1%)

59 (28.8%

21 (10.2%)

205
(100%)

112
(54.6%)

65 (31.7%)

19 (9.3%)

5 (2.4%)

4 (2.0%)

205
(100%)

66 (32.2%) 90 (43.9%) 34 (16.6%)

15 (7.3%)

0 (0%)

205
(100%)

Table 15
Distribution of Mean Alcohol Use Scores
Mean Score
.00
.33
.67
1.00
1.33
1.67
2.00
2.33
2.67
3.00
3.33
3.67
4.00

Frequency
6
27
24
35
46
22
19
16
3
3
3
0
0

Percentage
2.9%
13.2%
11.7%
17.1%
22.4%
10.7%
9.3%
7.8%
1.5%
1.5%
1.5%
0%
0%

Potential independent variables for the regression analysis were both growth mindset
variables (Growth Mindset of Intelligence; Growth Mindset of Anxiety), the overall Perceptions
of Academic Stress variable, and each of the four academic stress subscales (Academic

67
Demands; Career Pressure; Study/Life Imbalance; Social Isolation). Descriptive statistics for
these variables are listed in Table 6 above. Because Perceptions of Academic Stress displayed
high correlation with three of the academic stress subscales (as reflected in Table 9 above),
Perceptions of Academic Stress was not included in further analysis of this research question in
order to mitigate potential multicollinearity concerns.
The next step in the analysis was to evaluate whether any individual independent variable
significantly predicted alcohol use in this sample. Based on the lack of a significant correlation
between Alcohol Use and any potential independent variable (as reported in Table 9 above), it
was determined none of those potential independent variables would significantly predict
Alcohol Use in this sample. As a result, no further analysis was conducted.
Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations
The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between growth mindset,
perceptions of academic stress, alcohol use, and drug use in first-year law students during their
first semester of study. If a relationship between adherence to a growth mindset, alcohol use,
and/or drug use could be established – while taking perceptions of academic stress into account –
it would provide support for the implementation of growth mindset interventions to reduce the
rates of problematic alcohol and drug use which have long been attributed to law students. A
brief summary of these results appears below, followed by a discussion of these results and their
implications for both future research and current practices in legal education.
Summary of Findings
Growth Mindset of Anxiety was significantly and negatively correlated with the
Perceptions of Academic Stress uniscale and with all four academic stress subscales (Academic
Demands, Career Pressure, Study/Life Imbalance, and Social Isolation). Growth Mindset of
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Intelligence, however, was significantly and negatively correlated only with the Social Isolation
subscale; Growth Mindset of Intelligence was not significantly correlated with any other measure
of academic stress used in this study.
There was a significant positive relationship between participants’ Drug Use scores and
the Career Pressure, Study/Life Imbalance, and Academic Demands subscales of perceived
academic stress, as well as the overall Perceptions of Academic Stress uniscale. Participants’
Drug Use scores were not significantly correlated with the Social Isolation subscale. No
significant relationship was found between Alcohol Use scores and any measure of academic
stress.
A significant negative relationship was found between Growth Mindset of Anxiety and
participants’ Drug Use scores. Growth Mindset of Intelligence was not significantly correlated
with Drug Use, and no significant relationship was discovered between Alcohol Use and either
measure of growth mindset used in this study.
Finally, only Growth Mindset of Anxiety was found to significantly predict participants’
Drug Use scores, and only then when considered in isolation from all other independent
variables. When other independent variables were taken into consideration, Growth Mindset of
Anxiety no longer significantly predicted Drug Use. Neither Growth Mindset of Anxiety nor
Growth Mindset of Intelligence were found to significantly predict participants’ Alcohol Use
scores, with or without regard to participants’ academic stress scores.
Interpretation of Findings
While these research findings did not provide support for each hypothesis explored in this
study, there is ample information which can be gleaned from these findings and can help inform
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wellness interventions in legal education. The findings for each research question are discussed
below.
Research Question One
This study’s findings that growth mindset of anxiety was significantly and negatively
correlated with all academic stress variables are consistent with previous studies conducted
among other populations. Among adolescents, Yeager et al. (2014) found participants who more
strongly adhered to a growth mindset of personality reported lower levels of stress than did
participants with lower growth mindset scores. Among undergraduate college students, growth
mindset of anxiety has been found to be significantly and negatively correlated with depression
(Schroder et al., 2017) as well as worry and anxiety (Schroder et al., 2015).
With regard to graduate and professional students, however, the results of the current
study with regard to this research question are not as consistent with prior studies. Kustritz
(2017) found no significant relationship between growth mindset scores and perceived stress
scores in her sample of veterinary students. However, the instrument Kustritz used included
items which pertained to several specific constructs (e.g., intelligence, musical talent, and
athletic ability) as well as general notions of self-improvement (e.g., “no matter what kind of
person you are, you can always change substantially”). This might explain the inconsistent
results with the current study, which utilized instruments focused on specific dimensions of
growth mindset. Among a law student sample, Ayres et al. (2017) reported law students reported
experiencing fewer episodes of intense fear after participating in a mindset intervention;
however, that study did not report whether that difference was statistically significant.
These findings from the current study confirm and provide support for the position that
growth mindset interventions tailored to address feelings of anxiety can help reduce student
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anxiety, as well as other forms of mental distress. The findings with regard to growth mindset of
intelligence, however, are not as easily categorized.
In the current study, growth mindset of intelligence was only significantly associated
with the Social Isolation subscale of perceived academic stress; it was not significantly
associated with any other stress variable. Previous research does not appear to have addressed
the relationship between growth mindset of intelligence and mental distress, so these findings
cannot be reviewed and/or explained within that context. One potential explanation for this
finding, however, could be that participants with a stronger adoption of a growth mindset of
intelligence view their classmates not as competitors, but as colleagues with whom interaction
will help enhance their ability to understand the course material and achieve academic success.
This conclusion is supported by the wording of the Social Isolation items, which ask students to
report the level of stress they feel due to “feeling socially isolated among other law students” and
“lack of social connectedness in law school.” Students who feel they can increase and improve
their intelligence would arguably seek out whatever resources suited to that purpose available to
them – including fellow students. Social connection with those students may help facilitate both
formal and informal learning and feedback opportunities, which they could reasonably believe
will help them get “smarter” with regard to the course material.
Research Question Two
The findings with regard to drug and alcohol use and their association with perceived
stress are intriguing. Alcohol use scores were not significantly correlated with any of the
perceived stress variables used in this study. These findings are inconsistent with previous
researchers (e.g., Karwacki & Bradley, 1996; Kenney et al., 2018; Park & Levenson, 2002) who
found significant positive relationships between alcohol use and mental health variables and/or
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stress-reducing drinking motivations. Based on these findings, it is difficult to conclude
participants were using alcohol as a maladaptive coping mechanism (at least within the 30-day
window covered by this study).
The significant positive correlations between drug use and four of the five academic
stress variables (Career Pressure, Study/Life Imbalance, Academic Demands, and the
Perceptions of Academic Stress uniscale), however, allow for the possibility that participants
might have been using drugs – at least in part, and perhaps in place of alcohol – to assuage their
stress. The lack of a significant relationship between drug use and the Social Isolation variable
could be explained by the comparatively solitary nature of illegal drug use compared to the legal
use of alcohol. Students who use illegal drugs may understandably choose to do so alone; what
other (non drug-using) students might perceive as a lack of social connection, students who use
drugs would view as a necessary precondition for their illegal drug use. Previous studies found
social isolation to be significantly associated with alcohol and/or other drug use in adolescents
(Johnson et al., 2018) as well as in older adults (Day & Rosenthal, 2019), so it is not particularly
surprising to find participants in this study did not view that isolation as a source of stress.
Research Question Three
In this sample, drug use was significantly and negatively correlated with growth mindset
of anxiety but not significantly correlated with growth mindset of intelligence; alcohol use was
not significantly correlated with either dimension of growth mindset. These findings are partially
consistent with Schroder et al.’s (2017) findings, who also found a significant and negative
correlation between growth mindset of anxiety and drug use. The significant negative correlation
between growth mindset of anxiety and drug use is consistent with the significant positive
correlation between drug use and perceived stress variables discussed above. If the positive
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relationship suggests participants were using drugs at least in part to alleviate feelings of stress,
the negative relationship suggests participants who feel they can change their feelings of anxiety
find other (perhaps healthier) ways of doing so that do not include drug use.
However, Schroder et al. (2017) also found a significant and negative correlation between
growth mindset of anxiety and alcohol use within the previous 30 days, which is not consistent
with the findings from the current study. This inconsistency with regard to alcohol use could
result from any number of factors, including differences in sample characteristics (e.g., age) or
alcohol use motivations. The difference in results may also be caused by differences in the
instruments used to measure alcohol use. Schroder et al. (2017) used a seven-item scale
developed by Pilkonis et al. (2013) to measure alcohol use, and Pilkonis et al. acknowledge their
instrument “may not be assessing exactly the same construct” as does the AUDIT (2013, p. 175),
which is the instrument from which the alcohol use instrument included in this study was
derived. Measurement of different constructs could explain the difference between the findings.
Research Question Four
None of the independent variables included in this analysis (Growth Mindset of Anxiety,
Growth Mindset of Intelligence, Academic Demands, Social Isolation, Career Pressures, or
Study/Life Imbalance) significantly predicted alcohol use among participants in this sample. This
result differs from those reported by Schroder et al. (2017), who found growth mindset of
anxiety significantly predicted both alcohol use and drug use in their sample. As discussed
above, this difference could be the result of differences in the instruments used in each study to
measure alcohol use. These results could also indicate participants in this sample are not using
alcohol to alleviate feelings of stress (which would be consistent with the results from Research
Questions Two and Three, discussed above).
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The results pertaining to drug use support an alternate explanation. If the positive
relationship between drug use and stress indicates participants who feel stress are using drugs to
relieve that stress, and if the negative relationship between growth mindset of anxiety and drug
use indicates participants who feel they can change the amount of stress they feel are finding
healthy (non-drug using) ways to do so, then growth mindset of anxiety’s ability to predict drug
use is a consistent next step in that discussion. However, the lack of growth mindset of anxiety’s
ability to significantly predict drug use in each subsequent step of the regression model –
concurrent with the inclusion in the model of the statistically significant stress variables –
suggests stress-related motivations for drug use among participants were strong enough to
overcome any impact their growth mindset of anxiety may have had on reducing their motivation
to use drugs. This conclusion is supported by the ability of the Academic Demands stress
variable to significantly predict drug use at every stage of the regression model at which it is
included.
These findings also suggest of all the various sources from which law student stress may
arise (e.g., future career concerns, lack of connection with other students, study/life balance
issues, etc.), the academic rigors of law school are the predominant source of law student stress
(and, with regard to this sample, the only significant source of stress in terms of predicting drug
use). These results are consistent with the work of previous scholars (e.g., Sheehy & Horan,
2004; Soonpaa, 2003), who also noted the academic demands of law school are the most
significant sources of stress.
Limitations of the Study
The principal limitation of this study related to the willingness of the participants to
provide honest and candid responses to the alcohol use and drug use items. As discussed in the
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“Introduction” section, participants may have decided to understate their substance use due to a
concern this information would somehow be directly traced back and connected to them in a way
which would impede their ability to pass the required character and fitness examination and
obtain a law license. Reed et al. (2016) noted just over 65% of the participants in their study
were at last moderately concerned that seeking help for mental health problems would affect
their careers, with just over 16% of those participants indicating they were extremely concerned
about potential negative career impacts. Participants in Organ et al.’s (2016) study reported
similar concerns with regard to substance use; in that study, over 60% of participants indicated
the perceived threat to bar admission and/or potential threat to job or academic status would
discourage them from seeking help with those issues. Given the steps taken in this study to
prevent the identification of participants by their responses (e.g., not collecting identifying
information in the survey instrument, not logging IP addresses, etc.) and the option participants
had simply to opt out of participating in this study, it seems unlikely this concern would have
significantly affected the results. However, there is still a nonzero chance some participants
responded accordingly, and that possibility must be acknowledged.
Another limitation pertains to the representative nature of this research sample. As stated
in the “Methods” section above, this research sample had a disproportionately high number of
female participants when compared to the national first-year law student population.
Additionally, this research sample had a disproportionately low number of non-white participants
when compared to the national first-year law student population. To the extent gender and/or
ethnic identity contributed to participants perceptions of academic stress along any dimension, or
to their use of alcohol and/or drugs (e.g., if white students’ frequency of alcohol use differs
significantly from that of nonwhite students), the disproportionate representation of students
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holding those identities may have affected the results of this study (i.e., any difference in white
student alcohol use frequency would have been amplified because of their overrepresentation in
this sample). Because potential differences with regard to gender identity and ethnic identity
were not the focus of this study, those potential impacts are not known at this time.
Implications and Recommendations for Theory and Research
These findings suggest intriguing possible future research directions. This research
project established a connection between growth mindset of anxiety and academic stress in firstyear law students: as growth mindset of anxiety scores increased, academic stress scores
decreased. It would be interesting to explore whether this connection could be found in secondand third-year law students or whether academic stress levels varied across all three law school
class years. It would also be beneficial to explore whether other dimensions of growth mindset
(e.g., personality, resilience, depression) are similarly related to stress or similar feelings.
Similarly, these results suggest gender may also play a role in alcohol and/or drug use.
Among all participants in this sample, a greater percentage of female law students (28.1%)
reported alcohol use scores indicative of problematic use compared to male law students (21%).
These reported rates differ from those found by Organ et al. (2016); according to cut scores
recommended for the alcohol use instrument utilized in their study, 27% of male participants and
23% of female participants reported scores which suggested the possibility of alcohol use
consistent with alcoholism. Substantial differences were also found in the current study among
participants from public law schools, where a greater percentage of female participants reported
scores indicative of at-risk alcohol use (31.6%) than did male participants (20.9%). It is also
worth noting 50% (3/6) of participants enrolled at private law schools and who indicated a
nonbinary gender identity reported scores indicative of at-risk drug use. Future research should
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examine these differential rates according to gender identities more closely, both to determine
whether significant differences exist between gender identities and to explore potential genderbased motivations for alcohol use.
Similarly, further research is needed in areas pertaining to law student motivations for
alcohol and drug use. This study did not establish a significant relationship between academic
stress and alcohol use, but this potential connection merits further inquiry. Additionally, while
this study found a correlation between academic stress variables and drug use, it cannot be stated
that perceptions of academic stress caused participants’ drug use in this sample. While it would
seem reasonable to believe some law students use drugs to relieve stress (i.e., that stress “caused”
the drug use), it is also conceivable drug use could “cause” stress, particularly with regard to the
Career Pressure subscale. While results of research exploring the temporal connection between
substance use and mental distress are mixed (Garey et al., 2020), there is evidence to suggest
some individuals who use drugs experience an enhanced sensitivity to stress (Fox et al., 2008). A
law student could conceivably externalize concern that their drug use might impede their ability
to gain employment in the legal profession post-graduation as career-related stress; in that event,
it would be the student’s drug use that “causes” the student’s stress, not the other way around.
Future research into law student motivation for drug use (as well as alcohol use) would help
resolve that uncertainty and help inform future professional practice. This research would be
challenging insofar as the principal limitation of the current study would be present in these
future studies as well – whether a participant is willing to provide complete candor and honesty
in their responses. For these future studies, “low tech” research options might help mitigate these
concerns – at least for some participants. To the extent potential participants hold the belief that
“once something is on the internet, it’s out there forever,” paper-and-pencil surveys would

77
eliminate the possibility of participants’ responses being electronically traced back to them –
which may make them more comfortable in providing genuine and candid responses. That being
said, some researchers (e.g., Booth-Kewley et al., 2007) have posited online surveys create an
environment that is sufficiently anonymous and impersonal that participants will feel less
inhibition about providing socially undesirable responses. If that is the case, then an online
administration may actually help improve participant candor, not hinder it.
The relationship between other mindset dimensions and stress and/or substance use also
merits exploration. While intelligence and an ability to effectively manage stress and anxiety will
help students achieve success in law school, other qualities can be equally as important. For
example, recall the distinction made in the “Methods” section above between growth mindset
and grit (i.e., believing a trait can be changed vs. putting in the work to change that trait). Having
the tenacity to work for a desired change is arguably as important as believing the desired change
is possible; as legendary football coach Vince Lombardi is reported to have said, “the will to win
is not nearly so important as the will to prepare to win” (Haden, 2021). In that event, a growth
mindset of persistence (as an approximator of a strong work ethic) would arguably have a
significant relationship with mental distress and/or with coping mechanisms; people with the grit
to work for a desired change may report less mental distress and less frequency/quantity of
substance use. If so, those findings would also help inform future professional practice.
The potential for future research with experimental designs should also be explored. For
example, a pretest/posttest control group experiment could measure the effectiveness of growth
mindset interventions on reducing anxiety (or stress, or depression, or any related constructs) or
maladaptive coping strategies (e.g., alcohol use or drug use). Again, the principal limitation of
these research projects would be finding participants willing to acknowledge their illegal drug
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use and/or problematic alcohol use. One possible approach might be to recruit participants to the
experimental group for whom there is already a public record of their drug and/or alcohol use,
such as law students arrested for drug- or alcohol-related offenses.
Implications and Recommendations for Practice
In addition to suggested directions for future research in the areas of law student mindset,
mental distress, and substance use, these findings also present practical implications as well.
These implications and recommendations for practice are discussed below.
The finding that growth mindset of anxiety is significantly and negatively correlated with
all dimensions of academic stress examined in this study supports the implementation of growth
mindset interventions to reduce law student stress. As previous researchers (e.g., Yeager et al.,
2014) showed, relatively brief interventions can yield significant results in helping to alleviate
mental distress, including among law students (Ayres et al., 2017). These interventions should
take place as early in the first year of law school as possible (for example, during any required
orientation programming offered before the start of classes) so that students can achieve the full
benefit of these interventions. These interventions need not be limited to dimensions of anxiety
or stress; they can be expanded to advise students that mindset theory can be brought to bear as
pertains to any number of characteristics (e.g., depression, perseverance, collegiality,
interpersonal skills, etc.).
Additionally, and as Bess (2021) advocated, all faculty should receive training on
mindset theory and the established relationships between specific dimensions of growth mindset
and student characteristics (for example, as has been shown in this study). This training should
also be offered to all staff members who have significant interpersonal interactions with students,
such as career development staff, academic advisors, student organization advisors, and deans of
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students. The opportunities these faculty and staff members have to develop meaningful
relationships with individual students place them in an ideal situation to provide this mindset
information to students when they are most amenable to receiving this information, such as when
students seek out these individuals to discuss problems or concerns. Further, it allows faculty and
staff to provide feedback and encouragement to students in a manner which will cultivate a
growth mindset (e.g., providing feedback focused more on student effort and learning goal
mastery than on performance on any individual assessment) (Bess, 2021).
Additionally, growth mindset of intelligence’s significant and negative relationship with
the Social Isolation dimension of academic stress suggests law schools should encourage and
facilitate meaningful interpersonal relationships between students, particularly between first-year
students. Flanagan (2008) cited lack of connection with peers as one of the factors associated
with an increase in incivility and bullying in law school; she described law students as “isolated
from their classmates by the individual nature of classroom discussion, lack of collaboration, and
competition that presents peers as hurdles, not humans” (p. 465). In the current study, as growth
mindset of intelligence scores increased, social isolation scores decreased, suggesting Flanagan’s
characterization has merit at least as pertains to growth mindset: students with a strong adherence
to a growth mindset of intelligence are more likely to see fellow students as colleagues from
whom they can learn, not as competitors with whom cooperation should be discouraged.
Interventions designed to help students more firmly adopt a growth mindset of intelligence
would be a reasonable approach to not only reducing student stress, but also increasing civility
and collegiality within the law school environment.
These interventions should take place as early in the first year of law school as possible
and should be implemented through multiple structures. For example, the incoming first-year law
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student class could be assigned to small groups (e.g., six to ten students per group) led by
upperclass (second- and third-year) law student leaders, and time should be scheduled for these
small groups to meet to discuss orientation programming – including growth mindset
programming – and to give students an opportunity to ask questions as they arise. The small
group setting would help reduce student discomfort in asking questions (it is arguably less
uncomfortable to ask a question in front of nine other students than it is in front of 90 other
students), and they would more easily promote interaction and relationship-building early on in
the law school experience (Lustbader, 2008).
Another aspect of these interventions should be to help students develop goal orientations
rather than performance orientations (Palmer, 2015); instead of focusing on a grade on a
particular assignment or in a particular course, students would focus on the extent to which they
accurately understand the course material. Many law students may view their success in law
school as directly dependent upon the failure of others, similar to a basketball game or a football
game … winning comes at the expense of others. Perhaps a more useful paradigm to provide to
these students would be to have them frame success not as beating their classmates, but rather in
mastering the material for themselves. In that sense, law school becomes less like a football
game and more like a golf tournament. In golf, every player in the field is able to shoot the exact
same score over eighteen holes; a successful round does not come through direct competition
with the other players, but rather through competition with the course itself. In the law school
context, success would come not from getting a higher exam score than other students, but in
developing a firm comprehension of the material (which every student has the opportunity to
do). If law schools are able to help students view law school in this way, then they would be
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more likely to seek out positive relationships with fellow students through study groups, informal
conversations about course content in the library or study commons, or similar activities.
With regard to drug use, growth mindset of anxiety, and perceptions of stress, the
significant and positive relationship between drug use and the Academic Demands, Career
Pressures, and Study/Life Imbalance dimensions of stress (as well as the Perceptions of
Academic Stress uniscale), as well as the significant negative relationship between growth
mindset of anxiety and drug use, support the implementation of multi-faceted stress reduction
and growth mindset of anxiety programming in the first semester of law school as a potential
way to reduce drug use as a maladaptive coping strategy (to the extent law students use drugs to
cope with stress). The strongest correlations to drug use were found with the Academic Demands
subscale and with the Perceptions of Academic Stress uniscale, which indicates early
interventions should focus on alleviating academic stress in an effort to provide maximum
benefit to students. For example, these interventions should incorporate time management
programming to help students understand the time commitment required. The American Bar
Association’s accreditation standards for law schools define a “credit hour” to include two hours
of out-of-class student work for every hour of classroom or direct faculty instruction (American
Bar Association, 2021a, p. 22). Under that definition, a law student taking fifteen credit hours
during the first semester will be expected to devote forty-five hours per week to their studies –
making law school, in essence, a full-time job. If that expectation (as well as related
expectations) can be established and normalized early in the first semester of law school, it will
help students prepare for and commit the required mental and emotional resources to that
endeavor.
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The regression findings from this study provide support for these recommendations as
well. Growth mindset of anxiety significantly predicted drug use in this sample only until
academic stress variables were introduced into the regression model; at that point, Academic
Demands became the only significant predictor of drug use. The types of interventions described
above – interventions designed to help students successfully cope with the academic stress they
will feel during the first semester – would also serve to help reduce drug use attributable to
academic stress among first-year law students.
Conclusion
This study was designed to explore the potential connections between perceptions of
academic stress, growth mindset, and alcohol and drug use among first-semester law students.
Previous commentators have shared their thoughts on the problematic nature of substance use
among law students, but research exploring how this substance use might relate to the stressful
nature of law school is not as prevalent. This study established a significant link between
perceptions of academic stress, particularly stress related to the rigorous academic demands of
law school, and law student drug use; as academic stress increased, so did participant drug use.
This study also established a significant connection between growth mindset of anxiety and drug
use; the more strongly participants felt they could change their anxiety levels, the less drug use
they reported. While more research is needed in these areas, this study provides substantial
support for the idea that helping law students develop a belief that they can change the levels of
anxiety they experience will also serve to help reduce drug use associated with those feelings of
anxiety. Law students can then carry these healthy coping skills beyond law school and into the
practice of law, thereby helping them lead satisfying and productive lives in service to their
clients and to society at large.
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